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ABSTRACT
In recent years, uncertainty concerning the long term future of British Columbia’s 
forest industry has led to renewed interest in the mining sector as a means of generating 
economic growth. However, the development of new operations has raised concerns 
around the impacts of mining activities on the environment, health and traditional ways 
of life of First Nations peoples. Using the proposed expansion of the Kemess mine in 
northern British Columbia as a case study, my research examines two First Nations’ 
perspectives regarding the regulatory process through which environmental values may 
be validated and protected, and seeks to understand how First Nations’ environmental 
values and perceptions of risk are connected to health and well-being. This case study 
finds that the environmental values of local populations and the perceived risks 
associated with resource development are neither well understood nor are they felt to be 
adequately addressed in environmental impact assessment (EIA) or consultative 
processes. As a result, health and well-being are undermined.
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CHAPTER ONE INTRODUCTION
Northern British Columbia has a long history of natural resource extraction. In 
recent years, uncertainty within the forest industry has led to renewed interest in mining 
as a means of generating economic growth. Mining exploration and development requires 
large scale capital investments, and stable political and economic conditions are a 
prerequisite for mining projects to proceed. A highly skilled labour force is also needed, 
which, in many cases, is flown into remote mines from urban areas. The extraction of 
minerals often comes with long term environmental impacts that are not sufficiently 
offset by benefits for local populations, such as training and employment opportunities. 
Likewise, profits tend to flow out of the local area to the urban centres where company 
headquarters are located, technology and equipment are produced, and where many 
employees live and raise families. Thus, for the local populations, any positive impacts of 
mining are only short term, while negative impacts persist through the long term.
The promotion of mining as an economic development strategy is also renewing 
long standing questions about First Nations title and rights, and re-opening environmental 
conflicts involving resource development on contested territories across BC. While 
unresolved treaty negotiations and ongoing land claims with First Nations remain 
significant issues in the evaluation of potential resource development projects, there is a 
second set of concerns that has emerged out of more recent efforts to expand mining in 
the region. These concerns centre around the impacts of mining activities on the 
environment, health and traditional ways of life of First Nations peoples. Many 
government policies, such as the New Relationship (BC Government, n.d.), seem to 
address some of these concerns; however, these policies remain poorly understood and
1
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poorly represented in public dialogue, and there is clearly a disconnect between the 
wording of the policies and what occurs “on the ground” in land use and resource 
management processes.
Using the proposed expansion of the Kemess mine in northern British Columbia 
as a case study, my research examines First Nations’ perspectives regarding the 
regulatory process through which diverse environmental values seek validation and 
protection. Grounded in the concepts of political ecology and environmental justice, and 
framed around the interconnections of culture, place and health, my thesis asks whether 
First Nations’ feel that their environmental values and perceptions of risk are 
acknowledged in the resource development approval process. This case study touches on 
three key issues. The first is the tendency for First Nations to feel mistrust and 
dissatisfaction with consultation processes. This is related to the second issue, which is 
that the environmental values of local populations and the perceived risks associated with 
resource development are neither well understood nor believed to be adequately 
addressed in environmental impact assessment (ELA.) and consultative processes. Finally, 
we know very little about the health implications of the first two issues for local 
populations.
Research Questions
The purpose of my thesis is to examine Takla Lake First Nation and Tsay Keh 
Dene’s perspectives of land and resources to determine whether these two Nations feel 
that the mechanisms regulating the proposed Kemess expansion acknowledge their 
environmental values and perceptions of risk. My thesis also seeks to understand how this
2
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might affect the health and well-being of Takla Lake First Nation and Tsay Keh Dene. 
The key research questions are:
• How is the process regulating the proposed Kemess expansion perceived by Takla 
Lake First Nation and Tsay Keh Dene?
• From the perspective of the two First Nations, what are the risks associated with 
the expansion perceived to be?
o What cultural activities are threatened? 
o What social impacts would the Kemess expansion have?
• How will these perceptions of risk, and the social and cultural impacts, affect the 
health of the First Nations people and communities?
This research employs qualitative methods to explore notions of health in the 
context of environmental conflict stemming from diverse environmental values and 
perceptions of risk. Overall, the major concern of my thesis is to give voice to the First 
Nations who will bear the brunt of the proposed mining activity in question. It is my 
intention to question whether the concerns of Takla Lake First Nation and Tsay Keh 
Dene are adequately addressed within the Kemess North EIA process. By developing 
new ways of understanding health, in particular one that situates health in the political 
realities of land and resource management and the cultural context of a deeply spiritual 
attachment to the land, we may be better equipped to protect the health of First Nations 
from the negative impacts of resource development. My hope is that this thesis 
contributes to a more informed politics of health because it is through political processes 
that First Nations’ environmental values must ultimately be promoted. Effectively 
acknowledging First Nations’ values and perceptions of risk in the political process of
3
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resource development approval can help resolve environmental conflict in a way that 
allows development to proceed with the least negative impact to local First Nations’ 
health and well-being.
My research employs political ecology as a lens through which competing claims 
and discourses of environmental risk and resource development are examined. Political 
ecology is a promising critical framework for exploring the uneven power relations and 
discursive strategies that underlie the consultative processes between state, industry and 
First Nations groups. Grounding my work in political ecology, I argue that perception of 
risk is largely a constructed notion stemming from environmental values, and that the 
dominant culture’s knowledge, values, and subsequently its assessment of risk, is 
privileged over those of the First Nations.
The study context is detailed in Chapter Two. In it, I give a brief overview of 
resource development in Canada as well as a more in-depth discussion of the proposed 
expansion of the Kemess mine and two of the affected First Nations: Takla Lake and 
Tsay Keh Dene. Chapter Three presents a review of literature in four key domains that 
inform this research. These are: political ecology; risk; environmental justice; and the 
interrelationship between culture, place and health. Chapter Four is a detailed look at the 
methods used in this research, with an emphasis on qualitative research issues, ethical 
considerations and challenges. This is followed by an analysis of data in Chapter Five 
and discussion of the implications of the case study findings in Chapter Six. I will 
conclude the thesis in Chapter Seven with thoughts about what this particular case study 
can tell us about what it means to take seriously the call to work towards a more inclusive 
and comprehensive EIA process.
4
Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.
CHAPTER TWO STUDY CONTEXT 
Resource Development in Canada: An Overview
Canada’s settlement pattern is distinctly oriented to the south; the majority of the 
population is concentrated within 100 kilometres of the United States border (Coates & 
Morrison, 1992). The rest of the country represents a vast resource hinterland in the 
imaginations of most Canadians, and plays a peripheral role to the more populated 
southern centres. The extraction of resources from the periphery has always been a vital 
part of economic development in Canada, but it also represents a source of conflict rooted 
in two very different visions of Canada’s “hinterland” (Berger, 1988; Coates & Morrison, 
1992; Harris, 2002). One view, characteristic of the dominant south, imagines the 
periphery as a generally unpopulated frontier containing an underutilized wealth of 
resources waiting to be “colonized” (Coates & Morrison, 1992). Thomas Berger (1988) 
sums up this perception thus: “[i]t is natural for us to think of developing [the North], of 
subduing the land and extracting its resources to fuel Canada’s industry and heat our 
homes” (31). Another view, however, sees the so-called periphery as a homeland to many 
First Nations whose interests are often overlooked in the development process 
(Swiderski, 1992; Usher, 1993; Berger, 1988). According to Berger (1988) and others 
(e.g., Coates & Morrison, 1992; Usher, 1993), “progress” has led to the destruction of 
traditional economies, local environments and resources that are integral to First Nations’ 
identities. Development has, in many cases, led to greater dependency, powerlessness, 
and increased social problems. As Berger (1988) puts it, “[t]he evidence is clear: the 
more the industrial frontier displaces the homeland in the North, the greater the incidence 
of social pathology will be” (25).
5
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The findings of Berger’s influential inquiry into proposed development in the 
Mackenzie Valley speak to issues that are also evident in the hinterlands of British 
Columbia. At the core of the problem are opposing values regarding land use; while the 
dominant society perceives land in terms of extractable resources, for First Nations, “the 
land [is] sacred, the source of life and sustenance, [and] not a commodity to be bought 
and sold” (Berger, 1988, 127). Land is an important part of First Nations peoples’ ways 
of life, and resource development can undermine the ability of First Nations to maintain 
their identities and culture (Harris, 2002; Berger, 1988). In particular, environmental 
hazards such as pollution and contamination impact the ability of First Nations to engage 
in cultural practices, which, according to O’Neill (2003), amounts to cultural 
discrimination. This thesis is concerned more specifically with the health effects of a 
diminished ability of First Nations to engage in traditional cultural practices as a result of 
past, present and proposed future mining activities (see Kelm, 1998; Wilson, 2003; Usher 
et al., 1995).
Kemess North
Deep in the heart of the Omineca Mountains, Kemess Mines Limited, a subsidiary 
of Northgate Minerals Corporation, carries out mining and exploration on its 35,312 
hectare property (see Figure 1) (Northgate Minerals, 2005). This region -  the 
Toodoggone -  is well known for its abundant mineral resources, and the Kemess property 
has several substantial reserves of copper and gold ore (Northgate Minerals, 2005). Thus 
far, only one of the reserves has been developed. This open pit mine, called Kemess 
South, is one of Northgate’s principal assets with proven reserves of 87 million tonnes of 
gold-copper porphyry (Northgate Minerals, 2006).
6
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The Kemess South deposit was originally developed by Royal Oak Mines, which 
began production in 1998 (Northgate Minerals, 2005). Northgate purchased the enterprise 
from Royal Oak in 2000 and currently maintains a milling rate of 52,000 tonnes per day, 
producing 300,000 ounces of gold and 75 million pounds of copper annually (Northgate 
Minerals, 2006a). However, it is estimated that there is only enough ore at the Kemess 
South site to continue operations until 2009 (Northgate Minerals, 2005).
Figure 1: Location of Kemess Property
KEMESS PROPERTY
Mackenzie
Sm ithers
Rince George
200 0 200 400
Source: Census Canada and BC Ministry of Energy and Mines data adapted by J. Place
The development of another mineral reserve will be necessary if production at 
Kemess is to continue. A second deposit on the property has been identified as a feasible 
site for gold and copper mining. Northgate plans to expand their operations and prolong 
productivity by developing the Kemess North site, where 414 million tonnes of proven 
and probable reserves have been found (Northgate Minerals, 2005). The Kemess North 
deposit is approximately 5 kilometres north of Kemess South and it is estimated that the 
development of this site will sustain mining operations until 2020 (Northgate Minerals, 
2005).
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Gold and copper mining produces a large amount of waste material that can have
a detrimental affect on the environment if not handled properly (Environmental Mining
Council, n.d.). Open pit mines, such as Kemess, extract the desired mineral from “waste
rock” by crushing the ore into fine particles, called tailings, which are then treated by
chemicals to separate out the target metal (Environmental Mining Council, n.d.). The
waste from this process contains acid-generating sulphides that react with air and water to
produce sulphuric acid that can leach out of the waste and pollute the surrounding
environment (Environmental Mining Council, n.d.). This process is called Acid Mine
Drainage (AMD) and is the main threat to water bodies and groundwater in areas where
open pit mining occurs (Environmental Mining Council, n.d.).
According to Northgate (2005a), “[o]ne of the primary challenges of the
expansion is where to manage and deposit the expected 740 million tones (Mt) of waste
material in an environmentally and technically sound and feasible manner” (ii).
Furthermore, the Canadian Environmental Assessment Agency (CEAA) requires that the
company assess alternatives for carrying out projects. The Canadian Environmental
Assessment Act states:
“In addition to the factors set out in subsection (1), every comprehensive study of 
a project and every mediation or assessment by a review panel shall include a 
consideration of the following factors:
(b) alternative means of carrying out the project that are technically and 
economically feasible and the environmental effects of any such 
alternative means”
Canadian Environmental Assessment Act, 1992, Section 16(2)(b) 
Northgate began assessing various alternatives for waste management for Kemess 
North in 2002, and has commissioned several reports by the consulting firm Klohn
8
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Crippen in 2003 and 2004 (Northgate Minerals, 2005a). Workshops were held in January 
and April of 2004 with regulatory agencies and First Nations in order “to obtain 
feedback” and to review the alternatives (Northgate Minerals, 2005a, 2). From the Klohn 
Crippen work and the workshops, two options for waste management emerged (as per the 
CEAA): one involves the use of Duncan Lake -  known as Amazay Lake in Sekani -  as a 
permanent tailings site and the second involves a number of temporary storage sites and 
the eventual permanent burial of tailings (see Table 1).
Table 1: Comparison of two alternatives proposed for waste management at Kemess 
North
Option 1 Amazay Lake Construct three dams (90m, 35m and 10m) at 
Amazay Lake to create tailings pond
Option 2 Multi-Storage sites Raise existing tailings dam at Kemess South 15m; 
construct three dams (70m, 15m, and 110m) and 
move 200 Mt of mine waste rock from a temporary 
site to the final closed open pit
Source: Northgate Minerals, 2005a, iii http://www.northgateminerals.com/frame_kemess_north_EIA.html70penDocument
The EIA for the Kemess expansion indicates that a “waste disposal facility in the 
Duncan Lake valley will be developed” (Northgate Minerals, 2005, 1). This plan involves 
the construction of a large dam (90 metres high) and two smaller ones to block creeks 
flowing in and out of Amazay Lake, thus creating a “zero-discharge” waste disposal 
facility (Northgate Minerals, 2005, 1). Waste would be dumped into the tailings disposal 
facility where it would be stored under water, thus reducing the AMD.
Amazay Lake is a natural, fish-bearing water body near the proposed site of 
Kemess North. Dolly Varden, rainbow trout and whitefish populations inhabit the six 
kilometer long wilderness lake which is located at the headwaters of the Finlay 
watershed. Using Amazay Lake as a waste disposal site would effectively eliminate the 
lake’s ecosystem and make it uninhabitable for fish. In order to meet Department of
9
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Fisheries and Oceans regulations, such as the No Net Loss policy, Northgate has 
developed a Fish Habitat Compensation Plan that involves the transfer of fish into nearby 
fishless lakes, the construction of a fish ladder on Black Lake and the construction of 
rearing channels and bull trout spawning platforms in Attecelley Creek (Northgate 
Minerals, 2005b). Rainbow trout and Dolly Varden char would be transplanted into the 
Mulvaney Lake system and Dolly Varden char would also be transplanted into Whudzi 
Lake and Jock Creek (Northgate Minerals, 2005b).
Northgate asserts that this proposed method of waste management is the only 
viable option. It is claimed to be the safest and least environmentally damaging, and it is 
an estimated to be $800 million cheaper than Option 2 (Northgate Minerals, 2005a). 
However, the transformation of Amazay Lake into a waste disposal facility is a point of 
contention with the region’s First Nations because it is seen as a threat to the 
environmental integrity of their traditional territories (BC First Nations, 2005). Of the 
First Nations who have declared their opposition to Option 1 (i.e., Takla Lake, Tsay Keh 
Dene, Kwadacha and Gitxsan House of Nii Kyap), the concerns of Takla Lake and Tsay 
Keh Dene First Nations are the focus of my thesis.
Background on Takla Lake First Nation and Tsay Keh Dene (Historical)
Takla Lake First Nation and Tsay Keh Dene are both Sekani Nations of northern 
BC. According to ethnographer Jenness (1937), Sekani Nations inhabited “all the valleys 
within the Rocky mountains between latitude (approximately) 54° 20’ and 58° north that 
combine their waters to make the mighty Peace River” (1). The territory is characterized 
by diverse landscapes that include “rolling foothills, mountains, and high plateau areas, 
dotted with lakes and cut by numerous rivers and streams” (Denniston, 1981, 433). The
10
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location of these two communities in relation to the Kemess property is presented in
Figure 2.
Figure 2: Study Area: Kemess North and First Nations Communities
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Traditionally, Sekani people hunted and trapped an abundance of game, including 
caribou, mountain sheep, mountain goats, bear, moose, deer, porcupine, rabbits and 
groundhogs (Jenness, 1937, 2). In addition, plateau areas of their traditional territories 
were home to herds of bison, and groundhogs were also found there in great numbers 
(Jenness, 1937, 2). The Sekani were nomadic in the sense that they did not live in 
permanent settlements and, instead, moved seasonally following game. Clare (n.d.)
11
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describes the migration pattern of the Sekani; they would leave the mountains in late 
summer to hunt buffalo and moose on the plateaus and, as winter set in, they would break 
into smaller groups. The “winter units” moved camp frequently, covering large areas and 
not meeting with other band members until summer (Clare, n.d., 5).
There is very little literature on the socioterritorial grouping of Sekani peoples 
before contact. Some suggest that Sekani hunting groups based their identity and 
membership on “bilateral kinship ties” (Clare, n.d., 5; Denniston, 1981, 433). For 
example, a young man would typically learn to hunt on his parents’ land and, after 
marriage, would hunt on, and become familiar with, the territory of his wife’s family 
(Denniston, 1981, 433). The “hunting bands” had populations of approximately thirty in 
the summer, but would “fragment into nuclear families” in the winter (Clare, n.d., 5).
Sekani peoples had a strong spiritual connection to their environment that 
continues to be a significant part of their cultural identity today. They believe that 
animals have the ability to give gifts of a special power to people. According to 
Denniston (1981), the special power bestowed by the animal is derived not from the 
individual creature, but from the species as a whole. For example, a young man would 
fast alone in isolation from the community and wait for a vision or dream from an animal 
that offered him guidance, or advice (Brennan, 1998, 150). The vision quest was “central 
to the passage of the male from child to adult status, and involved a personal encounter 
between the adolescent and his hunting medicine” (Clare, n.d., 8). This important 
activity, which continues to be practiced, represents the belief of the Sekani in their 
“oneness” with their environment. They rely on their territory and its resources for 
survival, and thus treat their environment with respect. The natural world is a
12
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foundational aspect of their spirituality. Although the Sekani are no longer nomadic, 
having been sedentarized by the reservation system, being out on the land to hunt, trap 
and fish remains an important part of culture, identity and family economies. 
Background on Takla Lake First Nation and Tsay Keh Dene (Current)
The traditional territory of the Takla Lake First Nation includes Takla Lake and 
areas extending north to Thutade Lake (CSTC, 2001). The current membership of Takla 
Lake First Nation is made up of two bands that were amalgamated in 1959: North Takla 
Lake and Fort Connelly (later called Bear Lake) (BCFN, n.d.(a)). The main village site is 
North Takla Reserve #7, or Takla Landing, and is located on the eastern shore of Takla 
Lake, approximately 400 kilometres north of Prince George (BCFN, n.d.(a)). 
Approximately half of the 650 people belonging to Takla Lake First Nation live on 
reserve (INAC, n.d.(a)).
Takla Lake First Nation is part of the Carrier Sekani Tribal Council (CSTC), 
which represents 5000 members of seven different First Nations in northern BC. These 
Nations include Bums Lake Band (Ts’il Kaz Koh First Nation), Nak’azdli Band, Nadleh 
Whut’en, Saik’uz First Nation, Tl’azt’en Nation and Wet’suwet’en First Nation (CSTC, 
n.d.). Collectively, these Nations have been involved in treaty negotiations since 1994 
(CSTC, n.d.). They are currently in Stage 4 of the process, which entails negotiating an 
agreement-in-principle (BCTC, 2006). Takla Lake First Nation has recently formed a 
working relationship with two other Sekani Nations: Tsay Keh Dene and Kwadacha First 
Nation. These three Nations share cultural heritage and are collectively known as Tse 
Keh Nay. This informal alliance represents an understanding between the three Tse Keh
13
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Nay Nations that they have common interests and that the potential exists for them to 
share in decisions where their overlapping territories are concerned.
Takla Lake First Nation is considered remote and is accessible only by a forestry 
road, which is sometimes impassible due to weather conditions (ECN, n.d.). The 
community of Takla Landing has one school (the Nuswadeezulh Community School) for 
students from kindergarten to grade 10, a general store, including a small hotel and 
restaurant, a band office and a community health centre. Due to its remoteness and 
undiversified economy, Takla has a high level of unemployment -  67% of the 
participating adult labour force (Statistics Canada, 2001 cited in Northgate Minerals, 
2005c). This reality forces the community to weigh the benefits of job opportunities and 
economic development with the potential environmental degradation of industrial 
activity. The Takla Development Corporation (TDC), run by Takla Lake First Nation, 
functions to promote investment and business opportunities for Takla members. There is 
currently some logging and guiding activity taking place. Most of the band’s investments, 
however, are located off-reserve (Northgate Minerals, 2005c).
The traditional territory of the Tsay Keh Dene (formerly called Ingenika) extends 
from Thutade Lake east to the Redfem-Keily Provincial Park (Tsay Keh Dene, 2001).
The band has a population of 381 people, nearly all of whom live off-reserve (INAC, 
n.d.(b)). This is because the Tsay Keh Dene were relocated from their reserves to new 
communities to make way for the BC Hydro project that dammed the Peace River and 
created the Williston Reservoir in 1967 (BCFN, n.d.(b); BC Hydro, 2005). The present 
community site is involved in the lengthy process of being assigned reserve status 
(BCFN, n.d.(b)). The Tsay Keh Dene are frustrated with the many delays they have faced
14
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because, without reserve status, the band is not eligible for many federal funding
programs.
Up until the 1960’s, contact with white people was quite limited and the land- 
based economy of the Tsay Keh Dene thrived. However, the 1950’s was an era of 
economic development, particularly in the southern regions of British Columbia, and the 
economy demanded more energy (Coates & Morrison, 1992). This prompted the 
construction of the W.A.C. Bennett Dam, which harnessed the Peace River and flooded 
much of Tsay Keh Dene traditional territory. The W.A.C. Bennett project was carried out 
without any traditional use study and without consulting or involving the Tsay Keh Dene 
(Tsay Key Dene, 2002). The region was perceived to be generally uninhabited and under­
utilized (Tsay Key Dene, 2002).
The flooding from the dam had significant and permanent implications for the 
economy and culture of the Tsay Keh Dene. Hunting and fishing sites, trading posts, 
traditional gathering places, homes and burial grounds that comprise thousands of years 
of history are now underwater. In addition, travel routes and migration patterns have been 
permanently disrupted. The Tsay Keh Dene way of life has been altered forever. The 
following is a description of the consultation process provided by community member 
Jean Isaac (cited in Pollon, 1989):
“The Sekannis were told their houses would be burned, but their belongings 
would be put in a safe place where the men could pick them up. They burned our 
houses with everything in them. Some of the men had guns and stuff underneath 
the floorboards, so nobody would know where they were, and all that was burned. 
And our pots and pans. Everything. There were five houses, our church and 
everything, burned in Fort Grahame, and another five or six houses burned -  six 
houses to be correct -  right here in Ingenika Point” (338).
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The Tsay Keh Dene were relocated three times as a result of the W.A.C. Bennett 
Dam development in 1967. They are now located in the community of Tsay Keh Dene, 
which is approximately 350 kilometres north of Mackenzie and on the northwestern edge 
of the Williston Reservoir. The population of this community fluctuates largely because 
there are insufficient employment opportunities, and people move to find work. Albert 
Poole, a community member, notes that “very few Sekannies trap anymore [...] Not only 
did the dam destroy the old lifestyle, but there’s nothing to take its place” (Pollon, 1989, 
341). According to Grand Chief Gordon Pierre, only six members of the band have trap 
lines (Pollon, 1989, 342).
Thus, as a direct result of the W.A.C. Bennett Dam, the Tsay Keh Dene are no 
longer able to live self-sufficiently off the land. Their traditional economy was not 
replaced with job opportunities or any other benefits of a thriving economy. The Tsay 
Keh Dene have sought compensation from the provincial government for the damage 
sustained by the W.A.C. Bennett Dam, and on December 12, 2006, an agreement-in- 
principle for compensation was reached (Office of the Premier, 2006). While this is a 
positive step forward, it remains a lengthy, and often frustrating, process. The Tsay Keh 
Dene continue to seek a balance that will allow them to maintain their culture and to 
integrate their community into the mainstream economy.
The Tsay Keh Dene’s main economic activities currently include logging, 
seasonal fire fighting, trapping, and big game guiding (BCFN, n.d.(b)). The band also 
does some construction, road maintenance, silviculture and reservoir cleanup contract 
work with B.C. Hydro (BCFN, n.d.(b)). Clearly there has been significant effort directed 
at boosting the local economy. For example, the Tsay Keh Dene have owned and
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operated Ingenika Logging since 1992 (INAC, n.d.(c)). In 2001, the Minister of the 
Department of Indian Affairs and Northern Development granted the band $98,900 in 
support of this operation (INAC, 2001). According to Chief Johnny Pierre, the logging 
company is seen as a vital component of the band’s future. In his words: “[w]e see this as 
an important first step in creating long-term operations and a stable economic base in the 
community. The income generated for the band will allow us to explore other economic 
avenues as well as assisting in developing a quality of life for elders and youth 
comparable to other Canadians" (INAC, 2001).
Environmental Conflict
The Public Consultation Policy Regulation of the BC Environmental Assessment 
Act outlines how the public should be consulted by companies involved in EIAs. The 
Canadian Environmental Assessment Act also has provisions that require public 
consultation on development projects. The Provincial Consultation Policy (2002) 
outlines the BC government’s approach to consulting First Nations where title and rights 
have been asserted (EAO, 2003). Northgate, in compliance with these policies, began 
consultation with the First Nations in mid-2003. Representatives visited the communities 
and provided tours of the existing Kemess South site. In October of 2003, the 
environmental review process was initiated and a Project Description was submitted by 
Northgate. In 2004, Northgate signed a Statement of Understanding with Takla Lake First 
Nation, Tsay Keh Dene, Kwadacha First Nation and Gitxsan House of Nii Kyap. The 
Patrick family, from Takla Lake First Nation, owns the trap line that would be 
immediately impacted by Kemess North, and they also signed the Statement of
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Understanding. In May 2005, Northgate and the Patrick family signed a compensation 
agreement.
The two Tse Keh Nay Nations -  Takla and Tsay Keh Dene -  struggle to create 
employment and training opportunities for their members. Developments like Kemess 
North have the potential to alleviate some of these difficulties. For that reason, the First 
Nations entered into talks with Northgate to negotiate a Consultation and 
Accommodation Agreement in 2004. Northgate agreed to provide up to $150,000 to the 
First Nations to finance their participation in the negotiations. A further $100,000 was 
made available to fund the hiring of experts to assist the First Nations with Northgate’s 
technical reports.
For six months, Northgate and the First Nations worked together to merge their 
needs into one document and progress was made toward an agreement. Northgate 
appeared to be actively engaging the First Nations and seeking their support. For example 
an article printed in the Prince George Citizen in October of 2004 announced that 
Northgate had promised to give First Nations veto power over Kemess North, stating that 
they would not proceed without the First Nations’ full support (Hoekstra, 2004).
After several months of negotiating, it became clear that the use of Amazay Lake 
as a tailings pond was considered by Northgate to be the only viable option; this plan was 
not acceptable to the First Nations, who had hoped that the alternative waste management 
plan would be implemented. Negotiations broke down and a final agreement was never 
reached. The First Nations decided to engage the government in consultation and 
accommodation talks instead. From this point on, the interests of Northgate were at odds
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with the interests of the First Nations and the conflict that has ensued has delayed
Northgate’s progress on Kemess North by more than a year.
Northgate outlines its public and First Nations consultations in Appendix 2 of its
EIA. According to Northgate:
“Northgate remains committed to essential goals and objectives of the 
Consultation and Accommodation Agreement. Opportunities for training, 
employment, and contracting have been and will continue to be made available. 
Opportunities to provide input into the environmental assessment have been, and 
will continue to be provided. Communication of those opportunities will continue, 
and Northgate is hopeful they will be taken up, even if the processes set out in the 
Consultation and Accommodation agreement are not available to assist in that 
regard” (Northgate, 2005e).
Thus, Northgate maintains that they have met the requirements for consultation by
engaging in negotiations and providing funding, and they consider their Kemess North
EIA to be complete.
Takla Lake First Nation, Tsay Keh Dene and Kwadacha began working together 
on the issue. The Tse Keh Nay value Amazay Lake and have many concerns regarding its 
destruction; many of their people still hunt and trap in the area, which is known as the 
“caribou flats” and is recognized as an important hunting area (personal communication, 
Janette West, January 16, 2006). According to the Tse Keh Nay, the Kemess North EIA 
does not adequately address the potential impacts of the expansion on these First Nations 
peoples’ environment and cultures. For example, the Tse Keh Nay have noted that the 
studies that form the Kemess North EIA failed to consult on socioeconomic impacts, 
archaeological impacts, and fish and wildlife impacts. They requested that more work be 
carried out in these areas and completed their own archaeological impact assessment in 
2006.
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The Tse Keh Nay also noted at the time that there was almost no media attention
on the issue. As a result, in the summer of 2006, a large group of people gathered to camp
on the shores of Thutade Lake and at nearby Moose Valley. The main purpose of this
“All Nations Gathering” was to protest Northgate’s Kemess North proposal and to
increase media awareness and coverage. A journalist and a photographer were invited to
attend and the resulting article, entitled “Who will save Amazay Lake,” was a feature
article published in the Vancouver newspaper, The Georgia Strait (Findlay, 2006).
Another purpose of the gathering was to increase awareness of the issue among the First
Nations’ membership, and people from all three Nations took part in a ceremony on
Amazay Creek and on the shore of Amazay Lake.
Chief John Allan French is the elected leader of Takla Lake First Nation. He has
been actively involved in the Kemess North proposal and has acted as a spokesperson for
the three Tse Keh Nay Nations. Grand Chief Gordon Pierre of Tsay Keh Dene and
Kwadacha Chief Donny Van Somer are also leaders in what has become a fight against
Kemess North. While they have stated many times that they are not opposed to mining
development, the Tse Keh Nay are determined to maintain the integrity of Amazay Lake
and to be meaningfully consulted about Kemess North (BC First Nations, 2005).
The public hearings for Kemess North began in Prince George on October 30,
2006. Chief John Allan French was invited to conduct the opening ceremony. The
following quotes clearly illustrate the Tse Keh Nay position regarding Kemess North and
the project’s approval process. First, he spoke about his people and their health:
“If anything today, as we talk about our health, I hope there is good understanding 
on all sides. If I can help any of you understand who we are, that is what I’m here 
to do. [...] A lot of things happened to our people. We are stuck into little tiny 
reserves. We lived all over the country, with millions of acres, and there is a little
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tiny reserve that we’re stuck into. How is that? [...] There was an agenda way 
back then, and there’s still an agenda today. The quicker we were not Indian, the 
quicker you could get the land, the quicker you could get the resource.”
Chief French then spoke about the failure of government and industry to understand and
acknowledge Tse Keh Nay interests:
“We have our own process. Not yet to this day has someone asked us to sit down 
with us in a meaningful way. We’ve asked the government for a meaningful 
parallel process. All we asked to do was sit straight across the table and talk about 
things on our terms and what’s important with us. That’s it. They couldn’t live up 
to that.”
Finally, he stated his position:
“I’m sorry, but we just can’t be a part of destroying Mother Nature. These talks 
should have never started in the first place. There is nothing that would make that 
right. In ten years, the money will be gone, the jobs will be gone, and we’ll be 
here. [...] In ten years, I understand the project’s going to pay, going to generate 
billions of dollars, millions of dollars, whatever the numbers are, and you’ll all be 
gone. We’ll have a problem for the rest of time. You cannot do that to our lake. 
We can’t handle that. [...] and all those that are here to oppose the project, find a 
way to do so, because my people have stated to me very clearly that this is not 
going to happen, been very clear. Find another route, do something else.”
Clearly, the Tse Keh Nay are vehemently opposed to Northgate’s current waste
management plan. Northgate insists that there is no other viable option. The opposing
sides continued to state their positions at public hearings in Smithers (November, 2006)
and Fort Ware (December, 2006). A First Nation to the west of the Kemess property, the
Gitxsan, requested that the hearings be postponed to allow the First Nations more time
and funding to prepare more input on the project. The joint federal-provincial review
panel, which is overseeing the Kemess North EIA process, agreed to ask the provincial
and federal governments to extend their mandate by ninety days. The Tse Keh Nay
opposed this request, reasoning that ninety days was not enough time to carry out any
more research or to come to any agreements. An extension was granted by the federal and
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provincial environment ministers, and the hearings, scheduled to end December 14,2006, 
will now continue until the end of March, 2007. The Panel will receive information until 
this deadline, at which point, at their discretion, they can extend the hearings for another 
45 days. Once the hearings are complete, the Panel will review all of the submissions and 
recommend whether or not to approve the project.
As of March 2007, the First Nations and Northgate remain at an impasse. 
Northgate president and CEO, Ken Stowe, was quoted: “It would be a shame, if we do 
come through all this process, come out with a permit, and say, sorry we can’t do it now. 
That would be disappointing because there’s [sic] a lot of people whose livelihoods are 
attached to this” (Hoekstra, 2006). Clearly, there is frustration on both sides as First 
Nations continue to feel that they are not being properly consulted and delays have kept 
Northgate in the review process for nearly two years.
In the following chapter, I discuss how this particular conflict can be situated in 
the political ecology literature to better understand the role that perceptions of risk and 
environmental values plays in the health and well-being of the two Tse Keh Nay Nations.
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CHAPTER THREE LITERATURE REVIEW 
Introduction
In my examination of resource development conflict arising from diverse 
environmental values and differing perceptions of risk I employ political ecology, a 
critical framework for exploring the uneven power relations and discursive strategies that 
underlie the consultative processes between state, industry and marginalized groups. The 
starting point of my study is that existing regulatory mechanisms do not meaningfully 
incorporate First Nations’ environmental values and perceptions of risk. My concern is to 
examine the implications of this for the health and well-being of First Nations.
This chapter reviews literature on political ecology, environmental justice, risk 
and health focusing on the theoretical linkages between these four domains. The key 
concept connecting these frameworks is the notion that environmental issues are largely a 
function of political economic forces. While socio-cultural mechanisms play an important 
role in the development of environmental values and perceptions of risk, it is largely 
political agency that dictates the extent to which these values and perceptions are 
formally validated, expressed and protected.
Political Ecology
The term political ecology was first used in the 1970’s in reference to the 
environmental movement that politicized the environmental issues of the day (Peet & 
Watts, 2004). In this context, political ecology refers to political activity that favours 
“deep green” environmentalism (Peet & Watts, 2004; Forsythe, 2003). It can also be 
applied to academic work that uses ecological processes as an analogy for political 
relations (Neumann, 2005). More often, however, political ecology refers to the
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relationship between human activity and environmental concerns and, broadly defined, is 
“an approach to the complex metabolism between nature and society” (Johnston et al., 
2000, 590). In other words, it is a framework that links issues of environmental 
degradation with political and economic processes (Neumann, 2005; Peet & Watts,
2004). Seminal writers of political ecology, Blaikie and Brookfield (1987) set the 
intellectual and theoretical foundation in their work, Land Degradation and Society, in 
which they frame ecological concerns in terms of a broadly defined political economy.
Several theoretical approaches to political ecology have developed over the 
decades, but it is the notion that environmental issues are inextricably linked to political 
economy that has emerged as the most common. Political economy has many different 
streams, but overall it is concerned with how wealth is produced, accumulated and 
distributed; more importantly, it argues that production, accumulation and distribution are 
all tied to political and economic processes (Peet & Watts, 2004). In analyses of 
environmental issues, political ecology examines how the production of wealth results in 
pressure on resources (Johnston et al., 2000).
Political ecology informs social research both theoretically and methodologically. 
A methodological characteristic of political ecology is the use of multi-scale analysis in 
both spatial and temporal dimensions (Zimmerer, 2000; Neumann, 2005). For example, 
my research considers the overlapping industrial and First Nations spaces that are 
influenced politically, economically and ecologically at multiple geographical scales: 
local, regional, national and global. Political ecology also addresses multiple temporal 
scales and brings the historical context of colonial power dynamics into the analysis. My 
analysis incorporates past experiences with, and relations between, government, industry
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and First Nations to enhance my understanding of the current Kemess North debate. 
Furthermore, political ecology traces the environmental impacts of socioeconomic 
practices by employing “ethnography and extensive case study focusing on 
micropolitics” (Robbins, 2002, 1509). These methodological approaches are well suited 
to examining local interests, concerns, values, and perceptions because they incorporate 
local knowledges and experiences within cultural, place-specific contexts that would be 
overlooked by quantitative methods.
Key theoretical contributions of the political ecology framework include 
marginality, integration of social and biophysical processes and pluralism. 
Marginalization tends to occur simultaneously in different aspects of resource 
development, including the political, economic, spatial and ecological. In this way, these 
different forms or aspects of marginality are often mutually constitutive of each other; for 
example land degradation is both a result and a cause of social marginalization (Johnston 
et al., 2000, 591). Ecological concerns are also understood as a combination of social and 
biophysical processes. For example, the “[p]ressure of production on resources is 
transmitted through social relations which impose excessive demands on the 
environment” (Johnston et al., 2000, 591-2). Finally, political ecology is a plural 
approach that seeks multiple causes rather than relying on reductive exercises that seek to 
simplify complex social process. As Blaikie and Brookfield (1987) argue, political 
ecology research must incorporate “plural perceptions, plural definitions...and plural 
rationalities” (16).
In his book, Moral Geographies, Smith (2000) discusses the tensions produced by 
cultural differences in perceptions of environmental ethics. “By difference here is meant
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the fact of diversity, or pluralism, in moral beliefs and practices as they vary from place 
to place (and from time to time), as integral features of human cultures and ways of life” 
(Smith, 2000, 15). Pluralism, a conceptual tool within political ecology, is a fundamental 
part of an analysis of competing environmental values, which includes variations in 
moral beliefs and practices.
According to Neumann (2005), social theory contributes to political ecology 
because it “problematizes positive science’s claim to possess ‘objective’ knowledge that 
reflects the reality of nature, positing instead that nature is socially produced or socially 
constructed” (46). For example, the feminist poststructuralist critique of science rejects 
the notion that science is objective and argues that it is embedded in the politics of 
gender, sexuality, history, class and ethnicity (Neumann, 2005, 48). In other words, the 
social, cultural and political are included in political ecological analyses of environmental 
issues. For example, Bassett and Zueli (2003) use a case-study of soil degradation in 
Ivory Coast to highlight the difference between two environmental narratives: local and 
global. Using content analysis of key environmental policy documents and focus group 
discussions, the authors reveal that the global discourse of soil degradation does not 
accurately represent local experience and knowledge, but prevails because it serves a 
purpose. That is, the aid donor community has indicated what they feel is important and 
“developing country governments dependent on aid monies must demonstrate that they 
are considering these important environmental issues even if they are imaginary ones” 
(Bassett & Zueli, 2003, 132). In another example, McCarthy (2005a) argues that 
community forests have been co-opted by neoliberal discourse; “conceptualizations and 
enactments of ‘community’ are structured by hegemonic neoliberal ideas, making
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community forestry in this context supplementary, rather than oppositional, to neoliberal 
restructurings” (995). McCarthy (2005a) reflects that critical examinations of the 
dominant discourses of environmental and development policies will often reveal that 
words like ‘sustainable’ are being used to present the current political agenda in a way 
that is more palatable to the public.
Forsythe (2003), author of Critical Political Ecology, argues for a critical political 
ecology that examines the scientific evidence informing environmental issues for 
political, economic and cultural influences. He argues that environmental science is 
socially constructed and a powerful political tool. According to Forsythe (2003), the 
challenge is to avoid essentializing knowledge, and to consider how interactions between 
various actors “co-construct” environmental discourses and narratives. In other words, 
environmental science and politics should be seen as co-produced and not neutral or 
independent of each other. Forsythe (2003) sums it up thus: “There is little point in 
conducting political analysis of environmental degradation or studying the political 
allocation of risks if concepts of degradation and risk are themselves political and not 
acknowledged as such” (267). This statement supports the argument that different 
environmental values (i.e., resource extraction vs. subsistence or cultural identity) should 
be seen in the context of social, cultural, economic and political positionality.
Burgess (2003) raises a key question: “How can the different values that people 
attribute to landscapes, nature and biodiversity be accommodated fairly in decisions 
about alternative courses of action?” (253). Smith (2000) discusses the notion of values 
and their role in social science. According to Smith (2000), “[v]alues refer to some 
desirable or worthy aspect of life, something to which value is assigned” (10).
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Furthermore, “[vjalues are implicated in science, from choice of research topics, through 
methods adopted, to presentation of findings” (Smith, 2000, 1). The presence and 
expression of values in geography is what Smith (2000) calls moral geographies, which 
includes the contested and negotiated ways in which humans value and interact with the 
environment and the moral assumptions implicit and explicit in this.
Smith (2000) notes that there is a “renewed recognition of the interdependence of 
the human and the physical” where nature was previously constituted as a “separate 
sphere of inquiry,” or “other” (177). He discusses nature as a socially constructed notion 
that has different meanings for different cultures; nature, he argues, is not a “fixed and 
universal scientific category” (Smith, 2000, 177). Smith (2000) describes some ways of 
valuing nature and links these perspectives to ethics. A contextual approach is called for 
whereby “local cultural understandings” are recognized and respected, but Smith (2000) 
also warns against exaggerating the environmental wisdom of indigenous peoples (183). 
Smith (2000) brings environmental justice into the discussion, citing Cutter’s (1996) 
work on ‘riskscapes,’ or differentiated landscapes of risk. Again, difference in 
environmental values, as well as power differentials, contributes to the often uneven 
distribution of negative externalities of industry and development.
Different environmental knowledges and values are also discussed in traditional 
ecological/environmental knowledge (TEK) literature, which promotes the importance of 
including local, indigenous knowledge into resource management plans. Sherry and 
Myers (2002) dispel “three myths about aboriginal peoples’ relationship to the 
environment” that they argue contribute to resource managers’ tendency to exclude TEK 
(345). These myths are: “the primitive technology myth, the indiscriminate harvesting
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myth, and the ‘disappearing Indian’ myth” (Sherry & Myers, 2002, 345). The authors 
argue that TEK should be included in the environmental impact assessment process; “[i]n 
environmental impact assessment, such knowledge has been useful, complementing 
scientific knowledge, adding layers of detail to it, suggesting outcomes and predictions, 
or contributing norms and values to decision making”(Sherry & Myers, 2002, 356). 
Procter (2000) emphasizes the discourse surrounding TEK and points out that 
“[traditional environmental knowledge is not an Aboriginal concept” (151). She argues 
that “TEK discourse limits the range of ideas about traditional environmental knowledge 
and often presents the knowledge as a commodity used for predominantly non- 
Indigenous purposes” (Procter, 2000, 152). Finally, Petch (2000) discusses 
methodological approaches of recording and interpreting TEK from an anthropological 
perspective. Petch (2000) argues for a more participatory approach to research involving 
TEK.
Dark (1997) uses forestry as an example of the shifting role of scientific models 
of management. The scientific model would generally focus on the ecological issues, but 
as Dark (1997) points out, “land-management science and policy have been reconceived 
in terms of “holistic” and “ecosystem-oriented” land management, involving 
“interagency teams” and “partnerships with industry” to achieve “consensus” at a time of 
intense conflict” which is “an ambitious agenda of social and ecological integration” (1). 
This is a familiar trend in resource development in general; for example, environmental 
impact assessments have only recently started to make reference to potential social 
impacts of proposed projects. Dark (1997) suggests that while this is a positive direction 
to move in, “current approaches to “consensus” are far from addressing [...] political
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inequalities” (19). In other words, scientific models of land-management that have
historically provided a degree of “social control” are shifting towards a new agenda of
consensus and consultation, but have not yet fully accomplished these goals.
Consensus and consultation with First Nations regarding resource management
requires acknowledgement and understanding of how the land is used by different
aboriginal groups. Emery and Pierce (2005) provide a “conceptual framework for
viewing at least some subsistence activities as having a logic and values outside of, if
articulated with, market structures” (981). The authors draw attention to different
perceptions of subsistence pointing out that by “nearly all definitions, subsistence
activities are present in indigenous communities” (Emery & Pierce, 2005, 982).
Subsistence is defined as:
“[A] set of socially embedded practices that include preharvest, processing, and 
redistribution activities as well as the harvest itself. These activities 
simultaneously rely on and reinforce social networks. Success in harvesting 
requires knowledge of place and the temporal patterns of the resources being 
sought, as well as access to those resources” (Emery & Pierce, 2005, 983).
Emery and Pierce (2005) argue that failure to include subsistence activities into resource
management policy has negative implications for effective resource development and
management. Although many of the subsistence dialogues focus on ‘third world’ issues,
Emery and Pierce (2005) note that these issues also exist in ‘first world’ contexts.
Political ecology research has traditionally focused on issues of environmental
degradation in ‘third world’ countries. As McCarthy (2005) points out, “[n]early all work
in the field of political ecology has been centered on case studies of small-scale primary
producers in rural areas of ‘developing’ countries” (953). Current discourse in political
ecology includes debate about the relevance of political ecology to address ‘first world’
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topics (e.g., McCarthy, 2005; McCarthy, 2002; Robbins, 2002). Both McCarthy (2005) 
and Robbins (2002) argue that political ecology contributes methodologically to current 
research of natural resource politics and that “[t]here is a broad range of underrepresented 
questions, themes and approaches that dominate concerns in Third World political 
ecology which have not yet been emphasized in First World settings” (Robbins, 2002, 
1509). These themes include: “positional environmental knowledge and practice; the 
authorship of environmental knowledges; the role of local community institutions in the 
appropriation and redefinition of environmental development”; and, indigenous claims to 
resources, especially in Canada, that result in environmental conflict (1510). Increasingly, 
there is recognition that the developed world is the site of “a host of processes that can be 
insightfully understood via a political ecology perspective” (Schroeder et al., 2006, 163).
It has been argued, however, that the designation of a ‘first world’ political 
ecology contributes to a problematic binary division. As Walker (2003) explains, “[t]he 
question of commonalities and differences in ‘first-world’ and ‘third-world’ political 
ecologies is hemispheric; recent research in political ecology consists primarily of local- 
scale studies, leaving the field poorly positioned to address such broad-scale questions” 
(7). Walker (2003) suggests taking a regional perspective while Wainwright (2005) 
recommends that political ecology research refrain from describing “environmental 
conflicts as events that happen in discrete places that are defined in advance (for 
example, ‘North America’; ‘the West’)” and instead focus on how the “world is 
reproduced through environmental conflict” (Wainwright, 2005, 1042).
Zimmerer (2000) writes that geography is currently experiencing a “conservation 
boom,” a growing interest in conservation topics, such as resource management,
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protection of nature and ecological restoration, that political ecology is well positioned to 
address (Zimmerer, 2000, 356). The four themes Zimmerer identifies as central concerns 
of this conservation boom are conservation territories, conservation and scale, 
conservation boundaries and environmental linkages (Zimmerer, 2000, 357). He 
addresses a common misconception that nature is static and contained within discrete 
boundaries, separate from people. In reality, Zimmerer (2000) argues, landscapes rarely 
exist in isolation and are usually inhabited and utilized by people. Zimmerer (2000) 
suggests employing nature-society hybrids, or “second nature,” as a way of 
conceptualizing utilized nature because studies that focus on parks as uninhabited 
protected areas fail to fully grasp the reality of human-environment interactions and 
interdependency. Thus, successful conservation strategies must account for these “nature- 
society hybrid” spaces, multiple and shifting spatial and temporal scales, and overlapping 
and contested boundaries (Zimmerer, 2000).
Zimmerer (2000), in his examination of conservation geography, also argues that 
“[m]any abuses that have stemmed from conservation policies are rooted in the belief, 
held by policymakers, politicians, scientists, and administrators, of a balance or 
equilibrium-tending stability of nature” (357). ‘New’ political ecology refers to a 
paradigm shift from equilibrium to non-equilibrium ecology that incorporates different 
spatial and temporal scales into analyses of nature-society interactions. Zimmerer (1994) 
argues that the flux, or non-equilibrium, paradigm makes a vital contribution to our 
understanding of these topics because it incorporates temporal and scalar complexities 
that have previously been ignored. As Zimmerer (1994) describes it, “[t]he ‘new ecology’ 
accents disequilibria, instability, and even chaotic fluctuations in biophysical
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environments, both ‘natural’ and human impacted” (108). Batterbury and Bebbington 
(1999), and Neumann (2005) support Zimmerer’s (1994) claim that the ‘new’ ecology 
must include analyses at different geographic and temporal scales. These authors support 
the paradigm shift while admitting that it complicates policy-making efforts, stating that 
critical political ecology must synthesize critical reality, social theory and non­
equilibrium ecology in order to develop a truly critical political ecology (Zimmerer,
1994; Neumann, 2005; Batterbury & Bebbington, 1999).
As a theoretical framework, political ecology continues to develop and its 
applications and limitations are the topic of debate. One criticism of political ecology is 
that it has tended to focus too much on political economy explanations of environmental 
degradation and that it has ignored the role of biophysical processes. Walker (2005) 
argues that ecology needs to be reestablished as a fundamental component of political 
ecology. Vayda and Walters (1999) go further suggesting that political ecologists miss a 
great deal by focusing too much on a priori rationales and should reverse the process by 
starting with the event, or the environmental change, and look for causes that include 
both political and ecological explanations. Their “criticisms are directed at those political 
ecologists who choose to privilege such factors [political economic factors]” (Vayda & 
Walters, 1999, 176).
Environmental Justice
Through its theoretical link to political economy, political ecology has a 
fundamental interest in distribution, for example of risks or negative externalities, 
political power and wealth. Because political ecology focuses on aspects of social justice 
in environmental disputes involving state, industry and local stakeholders, it is related to
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environmental justice frameworks. For example, much of the political ecology research 
carried out in the developing world has “reflected the belief that injustices are being 
committed against both local peoples, and against environmental resources that may be of 
value to these people or to the world at large” (Forsythe, 2003, 8). This particular focus 
of political ecology fits in ‘first world’ research contexts as well.
A healthy environment is an internationally recognized human right, as is the 
right to participate in environmental decision-making (Kolari, 2004). Unfortunately, 
environmental issues are experienced unevenly and many people do not live in healthy 
environments or have any power to create change. Environmental justice can be 
described as a “socio-political movement that seeks to articulate environmental issues 
from a social justice perspective” (Johnston et al., 2000, 218). As a theory of social 
justice that incorporates ‘place,’ environmental justice is a framework for examining the 
moral significance of difference and how benefits and burdens are distributed among 
different groups in different places (Smith, 2000, 136). Sometimes termed ‘territorial 
social justice,’ this framework “provides a powerful discourse for the protection and 
advancement of the vulnerable” (Smith, 2000, 136). Thus, environmental justice research 
analyses the power differentials that cause some people to suffer a greater burden of 
environmental pollution and degradation. While political ecology involves the political 
and economic processes that inform land management decisions, environmental justice 
includes the social issues that drive these concerns.
Environmental justice research reveals how social processes, such as the 
marginalization and disempowerment of minority aboriginal groups, can contribute to the 
contamination of their territories (Ali, 2003; Ishiyama, 2003). These social processes can
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also result in risk management strategies for dealing with the negative externalities of 
resource development that reflect the environmental values of the dominant culture. 
O’Neill (2003) discusses risk management from an environmental justice perspective.
She argues that environmental justice encompasses a different set of issues for indigenous 
peoples than for other groups because they have special historical and contemporary 
circumstances. She states, “[e]nvironmental justice requires attention to the interrelated 
cultural, spiritual, social, ecological, economic, and political dimensions of 
environmental issues” (1). In other words, risk management strategies that fail to 
acknowledge First Nations’ values can be culturally discriminatory. O’Neill (2003) 
explains that risk avoidance as a strategy may require a First Nation to stop fishing from a 
contaminated lake and, while this may be inconsequential to the dominant society, the 
effects of such a strategy could have many negative implications for a First Nation if it 
relies on fishing. Thus, it is not sufficient to judge the impacts of resource development 
from the perspective of the dominant society and its values only.
Smith (2000), in discussing the moral significance of difference and how benefits 
and burdens are distributed among different groups, cautions against essentialist 
tendencies when discussing the needs of particular groups of people and reminds 
researchers of the problems associated with an egalitarian perspective of justice. That is, 
although “difference appears to work against some common conception of the good and 
of what is required to attain it,” when effectively evaluated, difference allows a more 
comprehensive form of environmental justice to develop, one that acknowledges different 
values, perceptions and needs (Smith, 2000, 143).
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Risk
The study of risk began as a fact-gathering activity; risk researchers compiled 
injury and mortality information for insurance companies, health planners and safety 
engineers (Krimsky & Golding, 1992). This coincided with the quantitative revolution of 
the 1950’s and 1960’s whereby positivist research was considered more rigorous, and 
was thus more highly valued. During this time, “laws” were developed that quantified 
risk behaviour (Krimsky & Golding, 1992). For example, Starr (1969) proposed that the 
public would accept voluntary risks 1,000 times greater than involuntary risks. Static 
taxonomic frameworks categorized risk in terms of type of hazard, medium of exposure 
or nature of consequence while other models focused on causes, processes and systems, 
or used analogies to explain phenomena (Krimsky & Golding, 1992).
As the field of risk study expanded, the focus shifted from measuring risk to 
understanding how people experience risk. Human response to, and perception of, risk 
became increasingly important to risk studies. As the awareness of the social dimensions 
of risk became more widely recognized, two main paradigms emerged: 
cognitive/psychometric theory and cultural theory. The cognitive theory has, as a unit of 
analysis, “the thinking, acting individual” (Krimsky & Golding, 1992, 15) and employs 
principles of cognition to examine attitudes and behaviour towards environmental 
phenomena (Baxter & Greenlaw, 2005). A critique of the cognitive paradigm is that it 
makes generalizations about group behaviour based on individual responses (Krimsky & 
Golding, 1992, 20). Cultural theory of risk, on the other hand, is a framework for 
examining risk as a social phenomenon (Beck, 1992).
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Unlike the cognitive approach, the cultural theory of risk is a contextual paradigm 
that has its roots in cultural anthropology (Douglas, 1992). Cultural theory is a 
functionalist model, meaning that it involves the examination of the parts -  individuals -  
as well as the whole -  the larger social group; it “[e]xplores how the former supports the 
survival, coherence, unity, interests, or values of the latter” (Krimsky & Golding, 1992, 
13). In other words, people are considered as individuals and as members of social 
groups. More importantly, “[f]unctional explanations of risk are not about “true” or 
“consistent” risk estimates; rather they are about the coherence between risk selection and 
a way of life” (Krimsky & Golding, 1992, 14). Thus, cultural theory suggests a link 
between culture and perception of risk (Tansey, 2004). It identifies risk as something 
metaphysical with meaning or value that is highly contextual and subjective (Douglas, 
1992); risk, according to this theory, is not an absolute or measurable property but a 
socially and culturally constructed notion (Krimsky & Golding, 1992; Dake, 1992; 
Tansey, 2004).
Marris et al. (1998) tested the correlation between culturally and psychometrically 
estimated risk perceptions. The authors concluded that while cultural theory can reveal 
patterns of risk perception, it does not correlate well with psychometrically predicted 
perception of risk. The authors note, however, that “risk communication strategies should 
be carefully developed with both individualistic and cultural associations in mind” (646).
Beck’s (1992) important work, Risk Society, introduces the relationship between 
modem processes of capitalism, industrialization and risk. Beck (1992) argues that 
modernity, or the state of being modem, has always been characterized by the production 
and distribution of wealth through industrialization. Modernity, which has typically been
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concerned with scientific and industrial development, ultimately resulted in a class 
society (Beck, 1992). Another consequence of modernity and industrialization, according 
to Beck (1992), is the emergence of a “Risk Society,” a society that is plagued by the 
risks and hazards produced by industrialization, such as pollution of the environment and 
associated health problems. Beck’s (1992) thesis, then, is that “[i]n advanced modernity 
the social production of wealth is systematically accompanied by the social production of 
risks'’ (19).
We have always had to deal with personal risks, according to Beck (1992), but 
now we are all subject to “global dangers” that arise from modernity and which have 
several identifying characteristics. Risks today are generally invisible and not perceptible 
to the senses; they are often the result of industrial overproduction. Beck (1992) states 
that “[r]isk may be defined as a systematic way of dealing with hazards and insecurities 
induced and introduced by modernization itself’ and are “politically reflexive” (21). He 
argues that these invisible risks, such as radioactivity or food toxins, are based on causal 
interpretations, existing only where there is knowledge of them. Thus, “they can be 
changed, magnified, dramatized or minimized within knowledge, and to that extent they 
are particularly open to social definition and construction” (Beck, 1992, 23). Beck (1992) 
also compares class society with risk society. He argues that no class is entirely able to 
escape the risks produced by modernity -  this is the equalizing effect of risk -  but notes 
that while wealth is concentrated in the upper classes, risks are concentrated in the lower 
classes. This coincides perfectly with an environmental justice framework.
Knowledge, from Beck’s (2000) point of view, has special political significance, 
which fits well with Forsythe’s (2003) work on critical political ecology. Forsythe (2003)
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would appear to agree with Beck (1992) that “[a]verting and managing these [risks] can 
include a reorganization of power and authority” (24). Thus, Beck (1992) problematizes 
the way risks are defined and claims that there are no “facts” about hazards (27). Social 
and scientific rationality are discussed as two opposing knowledges stemming from 
different sets of values. Beck (1992) sums up his argument thus: “The social effect of risk 
definitions is therefore not dependent on their scientific validity” (32). In other words, 
risks can have significant social impacts whether they are scientifically proven or not.
Beck (1992) continues his critical discussion of knowledge by noting the many 
“gaps” in the reason and rationality of the scientific treatment of risk assignment and 
management, such as the limited methodology used by “experts” to define acceptable 
thresholds of risk. This leads to a discussion comparing risk to perception of risk in which 
Beck (1992) argues that “because risks are risks in knowledge, perceptions of risks and 
risks are not different things, but one and the same” (55). In other words, knowledge of 
risk helps us avoid risk, but there is no absolute knowledge of what constitutes risk. Risk 
is socially and culturally constructed, as is knowledge, and the real difference between 
the terms “risk” and “perception of risk” has to do with a “division of the world between 
experts and non-experts” (Beck, 1992, 57). Beck (1992) concludes, in a typically ironic 
tone, that, “[s]cience ‘determines’ risk and the population ‘perceives’ risk” (57), but 
science fails to correctly identify social and cultural values in their calculations of risk.
Risk studies, which historically tended to define risk as the probability of physical 
harm, are now focusing increasingly on the social and cultural constructions of risk 
(Dake, 1992). There is a growing understanding that risk is only partially due to 
measurable physical processes and whether an environmental hazard poses a risk to a
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human group is heavily dependent on social and cultural processes. Usher et al. (1995) 
point out that environmental contaminants are of particular concern to First Nations 
because of cultural practices such as subsistence hunting that increase the exposure to the 
physical risk. Thus, when environmental hazards are distributed to First Nations their 
health is impacted by physical, social and cultural processes that they may not have the 
political power to alter.
Arquette et al. (2002) note that aboriginal environmental values are often left out 
of risk assessments and that these omissions can have negative implications for the health 
and well-being of First Nations. For example, these authors contend that exposure to 
contaminants can impact First Nations when traditional practices are limited by industrial 
pollution because for aboriginal peoples, the environment is inextricably linked to social, 
cultural, economic and spiritual aspects of life, and thus, to health outcomes. Arquette et 
al. (2002) discuss the various ways in which health is defined and problematize the risk 
assessment process, saying that risk is culturally variable and not possible to define in 
absolute terms by “experts.” They call for risk assessment and management models that 
acknowledge First Nations’ values and practices to be developed and utilized.
Health
The meaning of health, once defined biomedically as “the absence of disease,” 
has evolved to incorporate physical, cultural, social and economic processes (Gesler & 
Kearns, 2002; Meade & Earickson, 2000). Culture and place are increasingly recognized 
as having fundamental roles in how health and health care are defined and experienced 
(Gesler & Kearns, 2002; O’Neil et al. 1993; Macintyre et al., 2002; Elliott & Foster, 
1995). Although culture is a “notoriously difficult concept to define” (Gesler & Kearns,
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2002, 12), there is general agreement that it involves all the socially produced values and 
beliefs that a group of any size possesses collectively (Lemert, 1997 cited in Gesler & 
Kearns, 2002). It influences, and is influenced by, political, economic, historical, 
geographical and social processes (Gesler & Kearns, 2002, 12). According to Meade and 
Earickson (2000), human behaviour is constructed culturally and “includes mobility, 
roles, cultural practices, and technological interventions” (26). Culture molds human 
behaviour and thus determines how social groups interact with their environment (Meade 
& Earickson, 2000).
Kelm (1998) describes the key, culturally produced features of First Nations’ 
perceptions of health. Of primary importance is the belief in “connectedness” with all 
other parts of the natural world. Thus, resource management was practiced to ensure the 
health of all people. Furthermore, illness was thought to be the result of someone or 
something acting on the body, and specially trained healers would treat the ill body to 
remove the source of the disease. Interactions between the human and spiritual world 
were considered important aspects of health, including past life experiences that 
continued to influence in the current life.
Macintyre, Ellaway and Cummins (2002) argue that the immediate lived 
environment, or place, has largely been left out of health research; they suggest several 
ways to strengthen the determinants of health frameworks by incorporating place effects. 
These include identifying contextual and compositional factors that contribute to spatial 
variations in health, incorporating social practices and developing “robust, testable, 
hypotheses about the potential impact of features of the local social and physical 
environment on human health, and to test these empirically” (Macintyre et al., 2002,
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135). Wilson (2003) raises other key issues regarding place and health. She argues that 
current academic conceptions of therapeutic landscapes are primarily of “physical and/or 
symbolic locations of healing” and fail to acknowledge the complex way in which place 
contributes to the health of First Nations (Wilson, 2003, 83). “The land,” states Wilson 
(2003), “does not just represent a physical space but rather, represents the interconnected 
physical, symbolic, spiritual and social aspects of First Nations cultures” and as such, is 
an “integral part of First Nations peoples’ identity and health” (83).
In her review of therapeutic landscape literature, Wilson (2003) points out that 
there has been a tendency to focus on “extraordinary events” in peoples’ lives, rather than 
the way place impacts health on a day-to-day basis (83). This is important when 
considering how place is linked to First Nations’ health because culturally, the 
significance of place in First Nations’ identity and health is continuous and not reserved 
for special occasions. Here, Wilson (2003) turns to culture, arguing that there is a strong 
cultural dimension to how we understand the role of place in health. She states that the 
notion of therapeutic landscapes is, in fact, a ‘Western’ creation; “[i]t focuses on 
landscapes that are mainly important in western cultures (e.g., spas and baths) yet their 
healing benefits are presented as holding universal meanings” (84). It is critical to any 
examination of health to acknowledge that there are multiple “ways of knowing” 
including aboriginal ways that “may challenge and contradict ‘Western’ perceptions of 
health and place” (Wilson, 2003, 85).
Saggers and Gray’s (1991) Aboriginal Health and Society outlines several 
approaches that have been applied to understanding the health outcomes of Australian 
Aborigines. The first is called biological determinism, which argues that biological or
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genetic factors play the most important role in morbidity and mortality rates. The 
approach is described because the authors argue that it is important to know that it has 
played a role in how researchers have approached health questions in the past. However, 
researchers no longer attribute uneven health outcomes to biological factors. The 
ecological approach is exemplified through Moodie’s (1977) work, which argues that 
adaptation to environment, poverty, dietary mismanagement and poor contact with 
medical services have all contributed to Aborigine health status. Finally, the psychiatric 
approach, which attributes poor health among Australian Aborigines to negative 
responses to Western influence, is discussed. Saggers and Gray (1991) conclude that 
health outcomes in Australia are indeed uneven and that the poorer outcomes experienced 
by Aborigines are due to may causes: “[a]mong these are a history of oppression, 
exclusion from mainstream economic opportunity, poverty, poor nutrition, substandard 
housing, inadequate waste and sewage disposal systems, alcohol abuse, poor hygiene and 
traditional beliefs and behaviours” (Saggers & Gray, 1991, 17).
Saggers and Gray (1991) also examine the connection between political economy 
and health. The authors argue that an understanding of Aborigine health must include “a 
stringent analysis of the economic and political structures within which Aborigines are 
located” (Saggers & Gray, 1991, 167). The most influential aspect of political economy, 
according to Saggers and Gray (1991), is European colonization, which effectively 
altered the traditional economy, making it far less viable while providing few alternative 
economic opportunities for Aborigines. The result was increased poverty. Colonization 
also disempowered the Aborigines, giving them little recourse for changing their 
worsened economic conditions. Kelm (1998) supports this argument in her book,
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Colonizing Bodies, which describes patterns of disease and death among aboriginal 
peoples in post-contact British Columbia. She (1998) details the epidemics of influenza, 
smallpox and venereal disease among First Nations and states that over 65,000 aboriginal 
people died in the 150 years after the Europeans arrived. Furthermore, Kelm (1998) notes 
that the impacts of colonization were uneven, with some First Nations being hit much 
harder than others; however, all First Nations’ health outcomes were negatively impacted 
by colonization.
Elliot and Foster (1995) provide a detailed report on the state of aboriginal health 
in British Columbia based on 1991 data that supports the notion that place plays an 
important role in First Nations’ health outcomes. The authors note that “[w]hile 
geographers see themselves as innovators in this area [health and place], the world’s 
aboriginal peoples have long epitomized the geographical conception of health and place, 
where artificial distinctions between land and spirit, body and mind, are replaced with a 
holistic view of ‘health in place’ (Elliot & Foster, 1995, 95). Furthermore, Elliott and 
Foster (1995) argue that access to land and land-based resources is vital to the 
maintenance of good health among First Nations (96). Finally, although the data are 
outdated, the trends reported are still representative of the geography of aboriginal health 
in BC today. Social issues such as poverty and unemployment prevail leading the authors 
to speculate that “aboriginal health status in BC may have little to do with the provision 
of health care per se and much more to do with the primary determinants of health and 
well-being (poverty, education, unemployment, despair)” (Elliot & Foster, 1995, 9104).
Health geographers have been slow to incorporate political ecology as a 
framework for health research. Perhaps the earliest application comes from Mayer
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(1996), who makes the case this way: “[b]ecause the political ecologic framework is very 
powerful in focusing attention on the interaction between political interests, social 
institutions and human-environment interaction, it has great potential in leading to a 
greater systemic understanding of health and disease” (441). Human agency is a 
significant element of human health and it is important to incorporate it into this analysis. 
For example, First Nations’ strong cultural attachment to place and identity is often 
directly linked to the land and land-based activities (Wilson, 2003; Elliott & Foster,
1995) and as a result, environmental degradation is of particular consequence for 
aboriginal peoples’ health because the physical environment is an important source of 
food, medicine, cultural identity and spiritual expression for First Nations (Kelm, 1998). 
Thus, from a political ecology perspective, the lack of power of First Nations to protect 
the environment according to their own values can reasonably be expected to have 
significant health consequences.
Richmond et al. (2005) applied Mayer’s (1996) framework to a study of 
aboriginal health. In their study they examine how the ‘Namgis Nation perceives that a 
resource development (salmon aquaculture) will affect their health and well-being. The 
research uses qualitative in-depth interviews to explore the ‘Namgis’s perceptions of risk 
-  to their environment and health -  and concludes that that “good health and well-being 
is dependent not only on economic development, but also on participation in the political 
decision-making that fundamentally undermines environmental resource development” 
(Richmond et al., 2005, 361). They argue that a political ecology framing of health goes 
further than the determinants of health framework, which lacks the analytical means for 
understanding the social and political dimensions that contribute to health outcomes.
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Harper (2004) integrates political ecology with an “interpretive critical medical 
anthropology” (295) to analyze the impacts of poor air quality on residents of Houston, 
Texas. She uses political ecology to understand how structural inequalities cause uneven 
health outcomes, and anthropology to examine how cultural adaptations to environmental 
change affects health. Harper (2004) critiques medical anthropology for tending to treat 
the environment “in much the same way as political ecologists have treated health -  that 
is, as a singular process affecting populations relatively evenly” (299). The key argument 
in this article is that “citizen perceptions of how various health problems are connected to 
the environment not only shape how they respond to illness but also influence how they 
interact with their environment” (Harper, 2004, 300). This directly relates to my research, 
which seeks to understand how the health and well-being of the two First Nations are 
connected to their perceptions of the environment, including their relationship with, and 
use of, the land and the potential negatives impacts of mining for their environmental 
relationship.
Conclusion
The political ecology framework, which seeks to integrate biophysical 
explanations of the environment with the political economy, is linked to environmental 
justice framework through a shared interest in distribution. Environmental justice 
theorizes that negative externalities are unevenly distributed and that the most 
marginalized members of society tend to bear the greatest burden of pollution (O’Neill, 
2003). The distribution of environmental risk caused by industrial activities is influenced 
by the values of the dominant society and by the current state of the political economy. 
Thus, land and resource management decisions are the product of negotiated power
46
Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.
relations between different segments of society. The perception of risk literature argues 
that risk is not simply a quantifiable threat but a highly contextual socially and culturally 
constructed notion (e.g., Beck, 1992; Douglas, 1992). As such, understanding how risk is 
perceived leads to a greater understanding of how people will respond to and manage 
risk, and how this, in turn, will affect their health. When resource management decisions 
conflict with the values of First Nations, ways of knowing and valuing the environment 
become politicized, and discourse around risk becomes contentious. At the same time, 
different environmental values and perceptions of risk can also inform resource managers 
about the potential health impacts of development on First Nations, and management 
regimes that alleviate these concerns can be designed and implemented.
My examination of the environmental concerns of Takla Lake and Tsay Keh Dene 
First Nations is informed by the streams of political ecology that seek an understanding 
of positional environmental knowledge and the power relations involved in 
environmental practice. By further relating these concerns to notions of environmental 
justice and framing them in the interconnections of culture, place and health, I argue that 
the multiple and interdependent responses of these First Nations to the proposed Kemess 
North project, such as mistrust of consultative processes, perceptions of elevated risk 
associated with the negative externalities of industrial (i.e., mining) development, and the 
individual and collective strategies to cope with these risks, could have significant 
implications for the health and well-being of First Nations that go beyond those of the 
immediate physical risk itself (e.g., contaminated food, water and atmosphere) to affect 
deeper levels of spiritual well being that existing systems of environmental assessment 
are unequipped to consider.
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CHAPTER FOUR METHODS 
Introduction
My research employs qualitative methods, which are now widely held to be most 
appropriate for looking at cultural and social aspects of perceptions of risk and health 
(Baxter & Eyles, 1999; Cutchin, 1999; Dyck, 1999; Elliott, 1999). Several qualitative 
methods were incorporated, and this multiple methods approach added depth and breadth 
to the study and facilitated the triangulation of my findings (Hay, 2000; Baxter & Eyles, 
1997). The study was designed as an ethnographic case study employing in-depth 
interviews and participant observation as the principal means of data collection. I also 
employed several qualitative techniques for enhancing reliability and rigour, including 
participant checking, investigator checking, source triangulation and methods 
triangulation (Baxter & Eyles, 1997). Finally, flexibility played a key role in my 
methods; that is, my research was designed to allow me to make adjustments to new 
information or challenges throughout the process. It was important to avoid rigidity when 
working with communities whose involvement and participation was vital to the success 
of the project, and where remoteness and cultural differences required a high level of 
responsiveness to change.
Ethnographic Case Study
For the purposes of this thesis, a case study is an “empirical inquiry that 
investigates a contemporary phenomenon within its real-life context, especially when the 
boundaries between phenomenon and context are not clearly evident” (Yin, 2003, 13). 
The present study seeks to link two First Nations’ perceptions of risk to broadly-defined 
health outcomes in the context of a particular resource development proposal. To gain
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understanding of the complex, current, local scale issues involved in the perceptions of 
the potential impacts of mining development on Takla Lake First Nation and Tsay Keh 
Dene, a case study approach was deemed the most appropriate.
An ethnographic case study involving extensive participant observation would 
have been ideal but, for a variety of reasons, was not practical. Participant observation is 
“a methodology whereby the researcher spends considerable time observing and 
interacting with a social group” (Herbert, 2000, 551). My study does not adhere to the 
principles of classic ethnographic research in which the researcher lives with a 
community for several months (or more) and is primarily involved in observation.
Instead, I undertook a kind of hybrid methodology, spending time in the communities 
making observations, and supplementing these with key informant interviews and various 
forms of informant checking. The importance of including ethnography as part of my 
methodology, as Herbert (2000) argues, is that “observations and interactions enable the 
ethnographer to understand how the group develops a skein of relations and cultural 
constructions that tie together” (551). Thus, ethnography played a key role in my research 
in which the cultural constructions of perceptions of risk and health were examined. 
Study Population
Three First Nations have traditional territories that are affected by the Kemess 
North proposal: Takla Lake First Nation, the Tsay Keh Dene and Kwadacha First Nation. 
I had hoped to work with all three of these First Nations, but I was unable to secure 
Kwadacha’s support. Kwadacha Deputy Chief Marie Hourie explained that while 
Kwadacha First Nation was unable to participate in my research, they support the Tsay 
Keh Dene, who often acts as a representative for Kwadacha; thus, research involving
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Takla Lake and Tsay Keh Dene may be seen as representative of all three Tse Keh Nay 
Nations. This was confirmed during a brief, informal meeting with Kwadacha Chief 
Donny Van Somer during the All Nations Gathering at Thutade Lake in 2006. Chief Van 
Somer indicated that, had he had the time to respond to my invitation to participate, he 
would have supported the project. He and many other Kwadacha people that I met at the 
Gathering expressed interest and support for the research I was doing and, in many ways, 
the informal conversations I had with Kwadacha members triangulated my findings and 
confirmed the transferability of the findings to all three Tse Keh Nay Nations.
In the early spring of 2006,1 approached Takla Lake First Nation and introduced 
myself. I was directed to the band manager Allen Teschuk, who reviewed my proposal. 
He took the proposal to Chief John Allan French, who signed a letter of support signaling 
his approval of my research (see Appendix II). During this time I was also approaching 
the Tsay Keh Dene. Karl Sturmanis, Natural Resource Coordinator for Tsay Keh Dene, 
reviewed my proposal and consulted with Grand Chief Gordon Pierre. After I had several 
meetings with them, they took my proposal to Chief Johnny Pierre, who signed the letter 
of support (see Appendix III). Phone calls and emails to the Kwadacha offices in Prince 
George and Fort Ware were less successful. I only managed to speak to Marie Hourie 
once and it was during this conversation that she declined to have Kwadacha participate 
in the project.
Sampling
Purposeful sampling was employed with the goal of targeting people who have 
particular knowledge of the region, also known as “key informants” in qualitative 
interviewing (Hay, 2000). Chief John French and Allen Teschuk of Takla Lake First
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Nation, and Grand Chief Gordon Pierre and Karl Sturmanis of Tsay Keh Dene helped me 
to formulate my initial lists of potential interviewees. They included elders, trap-line 
holders, and Chief and Council members of both the Takla Lake First Nation and Tsay 
Keh Dene First Nation. Because my study communities are very small, and through my 
work with Takla and participation in the 2006 All Nations Gathering, I had the advantage 
of being able to become acquainted with several community members. I was thus able to 
target people that I found to have some interest in, or experience with, the mine. In this 
way, I employed a sampling technique called “snowballing,” whereby my key informants 
directed me to other possible informants (Hay, 2000).
It could be argued that the “snowballing” technique of sampling targets like- 
minded people and fails to get a broad cross-section of the population. However, I found 
that recommendations occurred for different reasons. For example, one participant was 
recommended because he had worked at Kemess South while another was recommended 
because her family had a trap line near Kemess. Overall, the majority of interviewees 
were purposefully sampled.
The goal of the interview process was to reach saturation, which occurs when no 
new themes emerge from the interviews (Hay, 2000). It should be noted, however, that 
true saturation is a theoretical state that the researcher can only come close to reaching. 
Based on the many conversations that I was having and the responses of the interviewees 
to my questions, I judged that it was unlikely I would be able to acquire additional 
perspectives and ideas on the subject, and by the end of August 2006,1 decided that I had 
sufficient data to answer my research questions.
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Data Collection
The primary method of data collection was in-depth qualitative interviews. The 
interviews were semi-structured, consisting of a set of eight questions (see Appendix VI). 
At times, I allowed the interview to diverge from the prepared questions and followed up 
on themes that emerged during the discussions (Hay, 2000; Fontana & Frey, 2000). For 
example, some interviewees had more knowledge of the Kemess project while others 
spoke more about traditional use in the Amazay Lake area. I wanted the interviewees to 
feel comfortable talking and so I encouraged a conversational tone during interviews. In 
this way, interviewees could raise topics that I may not have anticipated as important and 
that I may have left out of the questions.
The number of interviews conducted was constrained mainly by time and to some 
extent, by funding. Nine people from Tsay Keh Dene and seven from Takla Landing took 
part in interviews. Three of the interviews involved two interviewees participating at 
once, and the remainder had only one participant. Many interviews took place in peoples’ 
homes and often family members or friends were present. All of the interviewees 
indicated that they did not require anonymity and gave permission for their names to be 
revealed.
Organizing interviews was challenging, since the study communities are remote 
and many people leave during the summer to live on the land. I hired a research assistant 
in each community to help me schedule the interviews. The research assistant was given 
a list of potential interviewees and made phone calls or home visits to arrange the 
interview time with the participant. The research assistant would briefly describe the
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research and explain to the participant that I would like to record the interview; she also 
indicated that the interviewee would not be paid for their participation.
When I arrived to do the interview, my research assistant would accompany me to 
provide an introduction and to put the interviewee at ease. Sometimes the research 
assistant would be required to interpret either my questions or the interviewees’ 
responses. The duration of the interviews ranged from thirty minutes to over two hours. 
One interviewee did not agree to be recorded, so I took extensive notes. Each interviewee 
provided written or verbal consent after I provided both a written and verbal explanation 
of the research and their participation. At the end of the interview, I gave the participant a 
small gift and thank-you card to express my appreciation.
Participant observation took place informally during the time I spent in the 
communities. It involved conversations with community members, participating in 
community activities and learning through observation and interaction as much as 
possible about culture and society in Takla Landing and Tsay Keh Dene (Herbert, 2000). 
During field trips, I recorded my observations daily in a journal; these notes provided 
context for, and a deeper understanding of, the information I gathered during the 
interviews (Herbert, 2000).
During the course of my field work, I took four trips: two to Takla Landing, one 
to Tsay Keh Dene, and one to Amazay Lake. On these field trips, I visited people and had 
informal conversations about a range of topics including the communities’ histories, 
culture, traditional activities and the current issue of the Kemess North proposal. While I 
was in Tsay Keh Dene, I was invited on a tour of the area and was able to gain insight 
into the importance of cumulative impacts as I learned about the Williston Reservoir and
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the relocations to which the Tsay Keh Dene had been subjected. In Talka Landing, I was 
invited to drive to Bulkley House with three community members, who told me stories 
about the area and the Takla Lake people.
During the month of August, 2006,1 worked for Takla Lake First Nation and one 
of my duties was to help organize the All Nations Gathering at Thutade Lake. I met with, 
and spoke to, many members of Takla Lake First Nation, Tsay Keh Dene and Kwadacha 
First Naiton, learning first hand about the importance of the gathering and the historical 
link between these three Sekani Nations. The elements required for a successful gathering 
were culturally specific and, by assisting in its organization, I learned a great deal about 
the region and its use. Finally, I attended the Gathering and camped with the Tse Keh 
Nay for four days. During this time, I spoke to many people about their connection to the 
land, to Amazay Lake, and to their traditional activities. People invited me to participate 
to varying extents in hunting, fishing, bannock making and camping, and I witnessed first 
hand many of the things I had heard people relating in interviews.
Most importantly I attended the protest against Kemess North’s proposed waste 
disposal plan. The ceremonies and speeches that I witnessed and recorded confirmed the 
relevance of my research question, and were strong sources of triangulation for my initial 
findings. The protest involved most of the people at the Gathering. They traveled together 
in trucks from Thutade Lake, where the main camp was located, to Amazay, stopping 
four times. At each stop, there was a prayer, drumming, dancing and a speech by Takla 
Chief John Allan French. The First Nations’ position regarding Kemess North and how 
this position was connected directly to their values and way of life was made very clear in 
the four ceremonies. After the last ceremony on the shore of Amazay Lake, I talked to
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people about the area, their perception of the project and its risks. I also witnessed a 
fishing derby, which was proof of what many interviewees had told me: that Amazay 
Lake was fish-bearing. This experience contributed to my understanding of the 
environmental values held by the Tse Keh Nay people and exposed the practical, cultural 
and spiritual aspects of the concepts that had been spoken about in the interviews. Thus, 
participant observation was vital to triangulating my findings and gaining a deeper 
understanding of the people and this issue.
Data Analysis
Data analysis mainly involved transcribing the interviews and analyzing them to 
determine emergent themes. Transcribing was performed by professional transcribers and 
myself. The process was slow because many interviewees have accents and because there 
was often background noise that interfered with audibility. Having a good set of notes 
helped with the transcribing process. When the transcribing was complete, I reviewed the 
interviews several times and developed a coding system for identifying key phrases and 
themes that emerged. The notes I had taken during interviews as well as my journal 
entries were consulted to ensure that the themes I identified were in context and matched 
the observations I had noted at the time of the interview.
Content analysis of key documents pertaining to the regulation of the proposed 
Kemess expansion project, such as the Kemess North Environmental Impact Assessment, 
was conducted. The federal and provincial environmental impact assessment process, 
consultation policies and the New Relationship were reviewed with respect to how these 
policies include and address First Nations’ concerns, such as title and rights and 
protection of cultural activities and environment. There are many components to BC’s
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land and resource management system, so this content analysis focused on the particular 
sections of key policies that address the Kemess expansion and the concerns of the Takla 
Lake and Tsay Keh Dene First Nations. For example, it was necessary for me to become 
familiar with the Kemess North EIA, but I had to focus on the sections that pertained 
specifically to First Nations. Background literature about Takla Lake First Nation, Tsay 
Keh Dene, northern resource development and mining practice and policy informed the 
coding and analysis of my primary data (i.e., interviews and observations).
During the course of my field work, I heard about the perceptions of risk and 
potential health impacts related to the Kemess expansion. I also learned a great deal about 
specific social infrastructure and cultural activities that are perceived to be threatened. 
During the data analysis, I identified four key themes, each of which I assigned a set of 
sub-themes, which are summarized in Table 2 .1 added the codes to the transcripts in the 
margin, and summarized each interview with regards to the themes raised. The coding 
and interview summaries helped to establish which themes occurred most frequently. I 
was also able to identify topics that were unique and to determine how best to incorporate 
these concerns into the analysis.
When presenting my findings, I used interviewee quotes as evidence in support of 
my findings and conclusions. Direct quotes were chosen to be representative or 
illustrative of important themes, concepts or experiences that emerged from the data. 
While each interviewee has given permission to reveal their identities, I decided that it 
was not necessary to affix names to quotes.
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Table 2: Coding applied to themes and sub-themes
Themes and Sub-themes Code
Perceptions of Risk PR
-Environment PR-E
-The Kemess North proposal PR-P
-Cumulative impacts PR-CI
Health H
-Physical health H-D
-Social issues H-SI
-Stress and worry H-S
Politics and Power PP
-Frustration with EIA process PP-EIA
-Compensation PP-C
Values and Spirituality VS
-Connection to land/environment VS-E
-Long-term vs. short-term environmental VS-T
-Homeland vs. uninhabited/unused VS-H
-Use VS-U
Safeguarding Rigour
My research design included several types of triangulation. The first involved 
employing more than one method; findings supported by multiple methods can be 
considered more reliable (Baxter & Eyles, 1997). This was the most important method of 
triangulation since the themes that emerged from the interviews were supported by many 
observations and informal conversations that I participated in and, thus, the level of 
confidence I have in the findings is high.
The second method, called source triangulation, occurred when the majority of 
interviewees speak to an issue. When this happens, the researcher can be more confident 
that the issue or concern was being experienced broadly (Baxter & Eyles, 1997). During 
the interviews and through participant observation, I noted that the same key themes 
continued to be raised, and so I was able to make conclusive statements regarding the 
findings. Investigator checking occurred when I consulted with my thesis advisor who
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provided feedback regarding the conclusions I drew, commenting on whether they were 
reasonable and whether he would draw the same, or similar, conclusions from the data. 
Investigator checking is especially important during the analysis phase when themes are 
linked to literature and given theoretical grounding.
One of the issues researchers face in conducting qualitative research is how to 
interpret and represent findings (Clifford, 1986; Abu-Lughod, 1991; Marcus & Fischer, 
1986). Part of my methodology involved sharing my conclusions to see if the people who 
participated in the study agreed with my interpretation of their concerns (Baxter & Eyles, 
1997). This is called participant checking. In this project, I did not revisit each 
participant; however, findings were checked through the community leaders, Chief John 
French, Margo French, Chief Johnny Pierre and Karl Sturmanis. This method of 
participant checking is supported and preferred by the community leaders who have 
expressed concern that revisiting each participant may cause confusion and research 
fatigue.
The external validity or transferability of my research could be considered 
problematic. Since I am doing a case study, my findings will only directly apply to the 
Tse Keh Nay and the Kemess North proposal (Baxter & Eyles, 1997). However, case 
studies can provide a degree of support for theories that are then used to inform other 
studies (Yin, 2003). In this way, the findings of this research can be applied to contexts 
outside the original study parameters. For example, there are many similar cases of 
resource development interests in conflict with First Nations interests in British Columbia 
that this project will be able to inform.
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Ethical Considerations
Research involving human subjects requires an ethical review and approval from 
the university (UNBC, n.d.). Of primary concern is protecting the privacy and 
confidentiality of people who participate in interviews and focus groups (Hay, 2000). The 
researcher is required to obtain informed consent from every individual who participates; 
generally, the consent is provided in written form. Passing an ethical review and 
following procedure, however, does not guarantee that the research will, in fact, be 
ethical. The researcher must be committed to conducting her research ethically, which 
means being personally responsible for protecting the individuals who agree to 
participate in her study. In terms of my own research, I was committed to going beyond 
the ethical requirements mandated by the university.
In the spring of 2006, after obtaining the support of both Takla Lake First Nation 
and the Tsay Keh Dene, I submitted my research proposal to the Ethics Review Board for 
approval. This package included the information sheets that I would give to each 
participant, the consent form and the questions I intended to ask during interviews (see 
Appendices IV, V and VI). The REB approved my proposal in April, and I began 
conducting interviews in May (see Appendix I).
Each interview required the consent of the interviewee, and in order to do this 
properly, I needed to explain my project as well as my responsibilities to the interviewee.
I wanted to reveal fully not only what my research objectives and design were, but also 
how and where I intended to present the research findings. This was more challenging 
than I anticipated that it would be. Often, I would arrive at the home of an interviewee 
and they would begin speaking before I was even able to turn on my recorder; the
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participants were clearly passionate about the topic. In these cases, I would turn on my 
recorder and try to gently interject with some explanation and introduction of my 
research and myself. When the interview was over, I would go through the information 
sheet with each participant and explain that their participation was voluntary and that 
they could remove themselves from the project at any time. I asked them explicitly for 
permission to record the interviews and whether they would like to have either their name 
or community kept anonymous. They would then sign the consent form.
I had anticipated that language barriers might exist, but this proved to be only a 
minor issue. The few times that a question or answer was not understood, the local 
research assistant who attended each interview with me was able to assist. Twice, consent 
was given verbally and nothing was signed. This can be considered an acceptable level of 
consent because of my own commitment to adhere to people’s wishes in an ethical 
manner. The signing of consent forms was always an uncomfortable moment, as both the 
participant and I were aware of the troubling history of First Nations signing agreements 
with white people.
As an ethnographic case study, my research involved spending time in the 
communities while I carried out my field work. Even in the early stages of my research, I 
was engaged in building a relationship with the community; developing rapport and trust 
is vital to the success of any qualitative study involving people (Herbert, 2000) and it was 
certainly imperative to the success of my research. I wanted to avoid playing the part of 
the unapproachable and disconnected researcher who breezes into a community to 
“harvest” information, leaving nothing in return. In fact, this was a concern for the 
communities as well, and the people I initially met with -  Allen Teschuk and Karl
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Sturmanis -  warned me that this had been an all-too-familiar experience in their 
respective communities. I was met with some suspicion, both as an outsider and as a 
researcher, and also because the particular nature of my research is political and 
potentially harmful to the bands.
As an outsider, the challenge was to engage meaningfully in the differences and 
similarities that existed between me and the community members I met (Kobayashi, 
1994). For example, I was able to share my interest in an important environmental issue 
posed by the Kemess North proposal: employing natural water bodies for tailings 
disposal. My opposition to this practice served as a connecting point with many people. 
Since I do not support the current power imbalance that often seems to favour big 
business, another similarity that I shared with many of the people I met was an interest in 
empowering communities to participate in environmental issues.
Several issues exist that stem from the positionality of the researcher and the 
hierarchical nature of the research process (Katz, 1994). A power differential exists 
between the researcher and the participants and while it is not always the case that the 
researcher is dominant, the power of representation does rest with the researcher (Katz, 
1994; Kobayashi, 1994; England, 1994). This includes representation of the information 
that informs participants’ consent as well as how the participants’ words are represented 
in the end-products (e.g., report and thesis). These concerns are compounded by my own 
outsider status. Building rapport and developing trust is an important step in the social 
research process, and it must be done with openness and honesty. Seeking commonalities 
is important, but must not be sought through deception or omission. These issues are part 
of every social research project; however, through self-awareness and reflexivity I was
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able to make every effort to minimize the negative consequences of these realities. For 
example, I have made it a priority to stay in regular contact with community liaisons such 
as Chief John French and Allen Teschuk from Takla Lake First Nation and Grand Chief 
Gordon Pierre and Karl Sturmanis from Tsay Keh Dene. In this way, I am involving the 
leaders of the participating communities in the research and giving them opportunity to 
provide feedback throughout the process.
Another important ethical consideration is how best to give back to the 
community. Carrying out this research project has contributed to my status as a 
privileged, educated member of the dominant culture. Failing to give back to the 
communities is tantamount to unethical social research that, at its worst, plagiarizes 
participants’ knowledge to benefit a researcher’s career. In an effort to address these 
concerns, I incorporated several safeguards into my research design. First, I hired 
research assistants from Takla Lake First Nation and Tsay Keh Dene First Nation. Part 
of the purpose of this was to share my knowledge about research and to provide an 
employment opportunity for a member of each of the participating study communities. 
Second, when I proposed the research to the communities, I suggested a set of potential 
deliverables to each participant community. These included:
• Four reports:
o Report 1 -  Potential Impacts o f the Kemess Expansion: Implications for
the Health o f the Takla Lake and Tsay Keh Dene Peoples 
o Report 2 - Potential Impacts o f the Kemess Expansion: Social Dimensions
at Risk in Takla Lake and Tsay Keh Dene First Nations’ Territories
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o Report 3 -  What Was Missed: The Importance of Including TEK in the 
Kemess Environmental Impact Assessment 
o Report 4 -  Potential Impacts o f Kemess Expansion: Cultural Activities at 
Risk in Takla Lake and Tsay Keh Dene First Nations ’ Territories
• Presentations -  Takla Landing, Tsay Keh Dene and Prince George
• Video -  A short documentary of people talking about how they feel the mine 
expansion will affect them
• Map(s) -  Visual representation of important sites as identified by interviewees
In the end, the video and map were not produced because of limited time and
funding, and because they were not identified as high priority. However, I produced a 
substantial report that summarizes my research and includes the topics suggested for the 
four reports listed above. It was presented to the Tse Keh Nay for potential submission to 
the joint federal-provincial review panel for Kemess North. Third, the end-product of my 
study -  a formal thesis -  will also be presented to the two participating First Nations, as 
well as the third Tse Keh Nay Nation, Kwadacha. All of these can be used by the Tse 
Keh Nay to support their efforts to become more empowered in land management 
decisions.
Challenges
Research involving First Nations has a particular set of challenges for the social 
researcher. This is, in part, due to the university mandated ethical requirements and the 
time and funding constraints of Master’s research that do not easily fit the reality of First 
Nations requirements in these areas. I will first address the problem of university 
mandated ethical requirements. The process of preparing information sheets and consent
63
Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.
forms does not adequately protect the interviewees who, for the most part, are unlikely to 
read the document. This is due to the length and language of the document, which the 
ethical review process requires. The researcher must overcome this by explaining 
verbally the important elements of the information sheet. The second problem involves 
the consent form, which immediately causes suspicion. These two tools protect the 
university, but I question how well they protect the interviewee. I suggest that 
information and consent should be exchanged verbally and witnessed by a community 
contact or research assistant. A brief document of written information should also be 
provided in plain language.
The second issue has to do with time and funding constraints. Research is very 
important for First Nations, and many people want more research to take place in their 
communities on topics that are deemed important. The challenge is to effectively involve 
and contribute to the community and build capacity given the time and funding 
constraints of most Master’s level research. Research projects that partner with 
communities to meet the needs of First Nations are the best approach. In this way, the 
research can belong to the First Nation and benefit the community. In projects such as my 
own, it is the researcher’s commitment to provide deliverables and to give back to the 
community that allows the research to benefit the participating First Nations.
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CHAPTER FIVE ANALYSIS 
Introduction
Four key themes emerged from the interviews: Perceptions of Risk, Health, 
Politics and Power, and Values and Spirituality. Each theme had sub-themes. Perceptions 
of Risk includes environmental concerns, the Kemess North proposal and cumulative 
impacts. Health issues raised are physical health, social issues and stress, and frustration 
with the EIA process and compensation are sub-themes of Politics and Power. Within the 
theme of Values and Spirituality, connection to the land and perceptions of time-frame, 
use and occupancy are discussed.
Perceptions of Risk
1. Environment
The integrity of water systems in the region is of primary concern. Every 
interviewee spoke about the contamination of Amazay Lake that would result from using 
it as a tailings disposal facility. There were several themes within this overall concern for 
water quality: Amazay Lake as part of a watershed; Amazay Lake’s role within its 
immediate surroundings; Amazay Lake’s connection to ground water systems; and, the 
wildlife, fish and human health outcomes for users of the lake and the Finlay watershed.
Amazay Lake’s important location at the headwaters of the Finlay River was 
mentioned in every interview. Participants expressed concern for the whole system that is 
connected to the lake, explaining that polluting the watershed would cause irreparable 
damage to the fish, wildlife and, ultimately, the people who rely on it. As one interviewee 
explained, “Environmental concern is very, very strong. Not only for ourselves but for 
the wildlife and other things that may be affected by it like the watershed ecosystem.’’
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Another informant stated, “The key issues [...] would be, first and foremost, it would be 
destroying natural habitat of animals that the people use, like fish -  fish and wildlife.” 
Interviewees would describe how Amazay Lake is connected to nearby Thutade Lake and 
the Finlay River that flows out of it. They spoke about the residents of Fort Ware who get 
their drinking water from the Finlay River and how they would be affected if Kemess 
North caused degraded downstream water quality. Wildlife that relies on the system was 
also a stated concern because of the potential for water contamination to negatively 
impact animal and fish health and populations. The lake is considered a vital part of a 
whole system and the term “Finlay ecosystem” was used several times.
The destruction of Amazay Lake was also a concern for the interviewees because 
of its role as an individual water body within the immediate area. The contamination of 
the lake was perceived as a risk to the whole watershed system, as well as to local fish 
and wildlife health. Interviewees spoke of the fish population in Amazay Lake, listing the 
species and describing their numbers and size. While Thutade Lake, the larger 
neighbouring lake, is the area’s prized fishing spot, Amazay Lake also has a valued 
population of trout and Dolly Varden.
Interviewees also spoke of the various species of animals in the area that drink 
from the lake, such as bear, moose and caribou. According to several interviewees, 
Amazay, meaning “mother” in Sekani, refers to caribou mothers who find shelter at 
Amazay Lake to calve. The immediate area around Amazay Lake, where caribou come to 
deliver their young, was once considered a caribou corridor and an abundant hunting 
ground. People who frequent the area have seen signs that Amazay is still a caribou 
calving ground, and this would be directly affected by the Kemess North operation.
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Concern for ground water integrity was mentioned by a third of the interviewees, 
all of whom believe that Amazay Lake is connected to underground streams. It is 
believed that the groundwater is not safe from the waste that would be stored in the lake. 
The quality of drinking water in the area is considered at risk, and many interviewees 
commented on the irony of having to pack bottled water into their camps. There is a 
general sense that water in the bush is no longer safe to drink due to all the resource 
extraction projects in the area; Kemess North is therefore regarded as yet another activity 
that would contribute to this degradation.
Water is considered the main pillar of a healthy ecosystem; the overall concern 
for the water is directly linked to the health of fish and wildlife populations. Thus, poor 
water quality is expected to cause poor health and reduced populations of fish and 
wildlife, which will in turn negatively affect the health of the Tse Keh Nay people who 
rely on these sources of food. This is discussed in greater detail in a later section of this 
chapter.
2. The Kemess North proposal
While the biggest risk of the Kemess North project is considered to be to the 
environment, a related concern is that the Northgate will not sufficiently monitor the site, 
including the dam. This perception of risk has a historical context. Both Takla Lake First 
Nation and Tsay Keh Dene have extensive experience with other companies that have left 
their operation sites contaminated. Furthermore, they do not feel confident that they will 
be protected from this by the government. Several participants cite Cheni Mine, a past 
producing gold mine in the area, as an example of an operation that promised to clean up, 
but did not. The majority of interviewees are concerned that the waste disposal facility,
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the dams and the mine site will be insufficiently monitored, increasing the perception that 
the project poses a high-level risk to them, particularly in the case of a dam failure.
The people of Fort Ware and Tsay Keh Dene are approximately 70 kilometres and 
120 kilometres (as the crow flies) respectively from the proposed mine site. Should a dam 
failure occur, these communities would be devastated. According to Natural Resources 
Canada, a failure of the north dam would cause discharge exceeding that of the Niagara 
Falls and flash flooding of Fort Ware (Jackson, 2006, 517). Northgate has also noted that 
200 year flood levels would be experienced at Fort Ware shortly after a dam break 
(McLeod, 2006, 80). The following quote is representative of many of the informants’ 
concerns:
“And one of the biggest things that we really, really fear is that they’re talking 
about building dams and stuff in that area too and there is already one there right 
at Kemess South, you know, and we’re afraid if the dams do ever break then it’s 
going to destroy our Finlay water system.”
While Northgate makes a convincing argument that the occurrence of a dam failure is 
highly unlikely, the possibility remains. The people living below the dam, in order to feel 
comfortable with the risk of dam failure, need to trust Northgate’s post-closure site- 
monitoring plan and the government policies that enforce post-closure site monitoring. 
This trust is not felt, according to Tsay Keh Dene interviewees, because they have had 
many past experiences in which their well-being has been jeopardized by resource 
development (e.g., Williston Reservoir).
The same logic is applied to reclamation. For the communities near the proposed 
mine site, the notion of reclamation is not always comforting. There is a great deal of 
concern that once the area is degraded, further environmental degradation will be more
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readily accepted. Many interviewees expressed concern that the site could never be 
reclaimed to a level that meets their values. For example, participants worry that 
reclamation cannot recover lost artifacts or burial sites, nor can it return the site to its 
original state, a state that has always been, and continues to be, valued by the First 
Nations.
There is a deep understanding of long-term time frames among the two First 
Nations who have been in their territories since time immemorial and cannot imagine a 
time when they will move away from their homes. The monitoring and reclamation plans 
are, therefore, of great importance and the general sense among interviewees is that 
Northgate, when speaking about long-term monitoring, may not, in fact, be defining long­
term to suit the needs of the First Nations. This contributes to the high level of risk 
perceived to be posed by the project to the local people.
3. Cumulative impacts
Nearly every interviewee spoke about the impacts from other activities taking 
place in their territories. In Takla Landing, the participants spoke about current and 
historical mining activities near their community. The interviewees gave examples of 
contaminated sites they had seen and talked about how their way of life is constantly 
under pressure from resource development. In Tsay Keh Dene, the biggest negative 
impact has been from the Williston Reservoir. The community has had to move more 
than once and has lost trap lines, trails, burial grounds, cabins and transportation routes in 
the flooding following the construction of the WAC Bennett Dam. The flooded forests 
cause mercury contamination in the reservoir to occur, making the water unsafe to drink 
or harvest fish. Furthermore, the reservoir rises and recedes, leaving great quantities of
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debris on fine silt beaches. There are insufficient tree stands to stop the wind from 
causing severe dust storms, which the residents of Tsay Keh Dene live with on a daily 
basis. Community members have many health problems as a result, such as asthma, 
chronic coughing and head sores.
For people who live in relatively remote communities, who rely a great deal on a 
traditional food system for a healthy and economically feasible source of nutrition, and 
for whom the land is an integral part of their cultural identity and social fabric, it is 
imperative to consider the cumulative impacts of all the development in their territories. 
According to the Tsay Keh Dene participants I spoke with, the pressures and constraints 
they are dealing with currently have reached the maximum threshold that the community 
can bear. There is the perception that one more project, especially one the size of Kemess 
North, will literally wipe them out. As one interviewee stated, “If the government tells 
them to go ahead and use Duncan Lake they might as well sign our death warrant.”
Many interviewees spoke of the declining populations of moose, caribou, and 
groundhog. There were many stories told contrasting the abundance of wildlife that once 
was with the current difficulties faced in getting even one moose in a season. It may be 
that one mining operation alone can not cause these declines, but in conjunction with 
other mining, forestry, and road building activities one more project may not be able to 
proceed without jeopardizing the sustainability of already precarious food systems. 
Health
1. Physical health
Interviewees spoke at length about the connection between their health and access 
to a healthy environment. Many stated that they rely on hunting and fishing to
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supplement their diets, and all the interviewees expressed their preference for traditional
foods and their belief in the health benefits of living as much as possible off the land. One
Tsay Keh Dene interviewee described how she integrates traditional practices into her
modem life on the reserve:
“Right there, this is my camp here for drying my moose meat, you know, for 
cooking fish outside. We skin beaver, do the beaver pelts. We smoke beaver meat, 
everything. We’ll do everything right here, right outside that nice modem house 
here. My mom had a groundhog from off the mountains because that’s where we 
go to in the summer to get groundhogs. And she had one in the freezer, so 
yesterday, she took it out and today, this evening, she roasted it -  so that’s what 
we eat. Yeah, so we still practice all of those things.”
However, there is general consensus among all the interviewees that their traditional
foods are becoming increasingly contaminated by industrial activity. As a result, many
people claim that they are not hunting in areas that are feared to be contaminated and
others are not hunting at all.
Both Takla Lake First Nation and Tsay Keh Dene participants noted numerous
examples of game that showed signs of poor health. Interviewees noted: declining
populations of caribou and moose; bald spots in moose and groundhog; cysts, tumours,
and yellow fat in moose; caribou suffering from blindness; and, significantly reduced
populations of arctic greyling and porcupine. The diminishing health of groundhog,
which is a staple for Tse Keh Nay people, is of particular concern and is an example of
the link between the health of plants, animals and First Nations people. According to
several of the interviewees, the groundhog eats plants that have strong medicinal
properties for humans; the plants are toxic if eaten directly, but the plant’s medicine can
benefit people when they consume groundhog.
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The area around Amazay Lake is a well-known and well-used hunting area that
people have frequented yearly. Participants made it very clear that they do not believe it
is possible to contain water, fish or wildlife within abstract boundaries (e.g., property
lines), and movement from a polluted area into a pristine areas can easily occur.
Moreover, when game is found to be unhealthy, people develop a sense that participating
in traditional food systems is risky. Interviews reveal that many people fear
contamination and hunt less, which jeopardizes their health as they spend less time on the
land and have less nutritious diets.
Decreasing access to land and traditional food systems due to contamination and
industrial activity was said be the cause of noticeably higher rates of cancer and diabetes
among the First Nations communities. Several interviewees commented that a few
generations ago, cancer, heart disease, asthma and diabetes were unheard of among their
people. This is in contrast to the current situation in which many people within these
communities are suffering from these diseases.
“I’ve been watching the health of our people, you know, and so far there’s so 
much of our people that have died of cancer, you know, and that used to not be, 
you know. Our people was the healthiest people around [...], when there was the 
rivers nobody died of cancer, [...] they just died a natural death. That’s the way 
they died. But now it’s different. They’ve died of alcoholism, they’ve died of 
cancer, AIDS. All kinds of diseases are happening.”
Interviewees who spoke about health issues explained that one of the causes of worsening
health is the overall change in diet and lifestyle from traditional to non-traditional, or
“white.” Furthermore, they believe that their health is at risk from the cumulative impacts
of resource development in their territories, and Kemess North is perceived as a
substantial threat due to the size of the operation and the extent to which the water -  and
the ecosystem that relies on it -  may be impacted. The important aspect of this health
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trend is that it is perceived as negative and as caused, at least in part, by environmental 
degradation. The interviewees noted that, as a result, many people react to these 
perceptions by reducing their intake of traditional foods and the amount of time they 
spend on the land, which may negatively impact their health and well-being.
2. Social issues
Participants were asked whether they believed that Kemess North would have 
positive impacts on their communities. Each interviewee noted that there were jobs and 
training available, but that this did not compensate for the long-term negative impacts 
that they believed Kemess North would have. Employment opportunities were generally 
not seen as viable for many residents and, thus, unlikely to benefit the community 
overall. Housing, health care and education would not be improved by prolonging the 
mine life, according to the interviewees. Not one interviewee felt that the mine would 
improve the social problems facing the communities of Takla Landing and Tsay Keh 
Dene.
A participant from Takla Landing explained that social problems like drug and 
alcohol misuse are a result of not spending enough time on the land; he said, “the cultural 
part, living off the land, is missing.” It was also noted several times that kids who get to 
go out and learn traditional activities “do better.” When this observation is linked to the 
growing fear of contamination and reduced access to land due to resource development, 
there is a concern for the overall social health of the two communities. Several 
interviewees spoke at length about the struggle they and fellow community members face 
to strengthen the social infrastructures. They describe efforts made to spend more time 
with youth out on the land as a form of direct action against social problems within the
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community. An intergenerational bond is nurtured when youth learn skills from their 
elders and they develop a sense of their cultural heritage and identity that produces 
feelings of pride. Overall, it is this kind of activity and not a few mining jobs that best 
contribute to social health in Takla Landing and Tsay Keh Dene.
3. Stress and worry
Stress weakens the immune system and contributes to social problems like 
alcoholism and domestic violence. Land based activities contribute to social and physical 
health by reducing stress, which generally increase one’s sense of well-being. One 
participant said that going to the land helps to “relieve stress.” He continued by 
explaining that “you get rejuvenated when you go out on the land and into the bush.” 
There were several causes of stress expressed in the interviews. One was the stress 
experienced by people who were trying to integrate their traditional values with their 
conventional jobs. As one interviewee noted, there is a sense of conflict within 
individuals who want to work and support their families, but who feel opposed to the 
resource development projects that supply much of the employment in their remote 
communities. This kind of stress is not only economic, but cultural since one’s identity is 
being challenged and one’s beliefs come into conflict with economic rationales.
Another commonly expressed source of stress was political. The sense of 
disempowerment was evident; local perceptions of risk were not regarded as important. 
One interviewee described her concern regarding the Kemess North proposal as affecting 
her “emotionally,” saying that “the worry, that’s the worst.” Each interviewee expressed 
their anxiety about the Kemess North proposal and their hope that they would be heard. 
Most believed, however, that the project would be approved. The stress that individuals
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are under is evident in this interviewee’s comment that she is “feeling helpless where you 
know you can’t do anything otherwise, you know, to make a change.” The communities 
themselves are under stress as well, and struggle with limited human and financial 
resources to participate in the environmental process. Grand Chief Gordon Pierre of Tsay 
Keh Dene says:
“It’s really frustrating. [...] On numerous occasions, you know, we try getting 
involved, but the biggest thing they do is that they limit the resources. [...] They 
give you limited resources and can only go so far [...] because you’re out of 
resources then. And they make it look like it’s a failure on [...] our part because 
you know we can’t complete the work that needs to be done.”
The situation has resulted in conflict among some community members, and the
increased levels of stress are seen to be detrimental to overall health and well-being.
Politics and Power
1. Frustration with ELA process
“They have their own agenda already. What impressed me the most about any kind of 
industry moving in, whether it be logging, BC Hydro, or mining people, is they 
already have their plan. They have already made long term plans about what they’re 
going to do [...] and then way after -  it’s almost as an after thought -  they come and 
see First Nations people.”
The overall message from the interviewees is that the EIA process and
government consultation are not effectively including First Nations knowledge or values.
Both the Tsay Keh Dene and Takla Lake First Nation have extensive knowledge of the
region where Kemess operates; for example, they know about fish and wildlife
populations, health and migration patterns (discussed in previous sections), as well as
areas of archaeological importance. However, this knowledge belongs to Tsay Keh Dene
and Takla Lake First Nation. According to many interviewees, they want their
communities to be in control of research and how it is used. Unfortunately, insufficient
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resources and ineffective consultation practices make it difficult to carry out this kind of
research, and thus to participate in the EIA process.
There was also frustration expressed that as well as traditional ecological
knowledge (TEK), cumulative impacts and acknowledgement of title and rights are not
being effectively considered in the process. Often, mistrust in the government is
expressed. As one participant explains, working with the government means working in
accordance to “their policies, not ours.” He goes on to say that First Nations have an
emotional connection to the land that the government does not understand. Another
interviewee sums up her feelings thus:
“We want to be dealt with truthfully and we want our issues looked at. It’s not 
that the people here are against any kind of economic development. We realize 
that there is jobs needed, money is needed. This is right in our face every day 
because we have no economic base right now here, so we understand that; that is 
very clear. But the most important thing to us, that takes precedence over 
everything, is safety.”
2. Compensation
Compensation is an issue that was mentioned by several interviewees. There is a 
fear based on experience that resources that are extracted from the First Nations’ 
territories benefit only the companies, and not the First Nations. One interviewee claimed 
that if there was compensation in the form of annual monetary supplements controlled by 
the band and distributed equitably towards housing, the mine might be worth it. The 
overall perception, however, is that the mine will benefit very few community members 
and only for a short time; when it is finished operating, even those few benefits will cease 
and there will be a great deal of environmental contamination left behind that will serve 
to diminish any independence the communities have. Finally, compensation has been 
offered to, and accepted by, the holder of the trap line closest to Kemess North. This has
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been the source of some conflict in Takla Landing because compensating one family is
seen to undermine the ability of Takla’s leaders to negotiate a compensation package that
would benefit the whole community.
Values and Spirituality
1. Connection to land/environment
“They want to get ahead and they don’t think about what they’re doing to the 
beauty of the land, how they’re destroying it.”
Each of the previous sections in this chapter is directly related to this section 
about values and spirituality. This is the most important section, because it is the 
particular way in which the environment is valued by these two Nations that defines what 
is at risk for them. Through discussions and interviews with members of Takla Lake First 
Nation and Tsay Keh Dene, it is evident that the environment is valued holistically. In 
other words, the environment is connected to physical and emotional health, culture, 
identity and social infrastructure; each of these is interconnected.
Having access to a healthy environment, for example, is important to physical 
health because it supplies excellent sources of nutrition (e.g., wild game, fish and plants), 
which require exercise to acquire. It is also important to maintaining culture and identity 
because the act of participating in traditional food systems is based on cultural knowledge 
and inheritance that contributes to having a First Nations identity. As one interviewee 
explains, “The land is really important. It’s who we are.” Another says, “Our culture is 
keeping us alive. Our traditions keep us alive, focused and awake.”
Access to a healthy environment is important to maintaining the social 
infrastructure as well, because it contributes to individuals’ health, and also because 
being on the land is a social activity that families do together. Older generations pass
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knowledge on to the younger generations so that the younger generations can also have 
access to a healthy way of life, and an understanding of their culture and identity. When 
young people are on the land with their elders, they learn how to hunt and process meat, 
but they also learn important social values, like sharing the meat with the community and 
important cultural values, such as showing respect by “giving back” to the land after an 
animal is killed.
Since the environment is valued holistically, cumulative impacts are vitally 
important to assessing the risk a project has on the local residents. Furthermore, an 
impact assessment that only recognizes the values of non-First Nations will not 
adequately calculate the impacts a project will have on First Nations, and thus it has a 
greater chance of affecting their health, particularly in the long term.
The environment is also experienced spiritually. Several interviews talk about 
their connection to the land as a connection to their Creator. The environment is a crucial 
part of spiritual practice and experience, and the ability to act as a steward of the 
environment is a vital part of this connection. It was frequently expressed by interviewees 
that they believe they are responsible for protecting the land and doing so is fundamental 
to their spiritual identity. One interviewee explains her frustrated spirituality like this: 
“God has made First Nations people stewards of the land. And right now industries are 
making it really hard to be a good steward, you know?”
2. Long-term vs. short-term
Time frame reflects environmental values. Because the environment plays such a 
central role in the overall health and identity of Takla Lake First Nation and Tsay Keh 
Dene people, there is a strong understanding in these communities of the importance of
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long-term sustainability. The phrase “long-term” for these two First Nations refers to 
thousands of years into the future. This is an example of how different values lead to 
different meanings for the same words, and thus, if the meaning applied by Takla Lake 
First Nation and Tsay Keh Dene are not acknowledged, the outcome of the impact 
assessment lacks relevance for the two Nations.
3. Homeland vs. uninhabited/unused land
The area around Kemess South and the proposed Kemess North operation are not 
uninhabited. Company and government representatives have attempted to characterize the 
area as remote and not regularly used. Frequently, non-First Nations people identify 
locations of importance only through their direct and continued use, but residing in a 
precise location and using it every day (i.e., a house inside a picket fence) is only one 
way that a place can be perceived as valuable. It does not, however, reflect the First 
Nations’ view. While there are no permanent residences at the Kemess North site, it is 
not terra nullius\ the Amazay Lake area is used regularly, and has been for thousands of 
years. It is considered the heartland of the Tse Keh Nay territory and reflects a different 
way of using and valuing the land, which is considered a homeland and vitally important 
to the people who have frequented the area their entire lives.
4. Use
The land is lived in and used by all three Tse Keh Nay First Nations. Up until 
recently, these First Nations lived entirely on the land, moving seasonally to different 
hunting, fishing and gathering sites. Land use has changed in the last century as the Tse 
Keh Nay were sedentarized by the reserve system; however, many people continue to 
spend a great deal of time on the land, participating in traditional ways of life.
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The notion that the land is uninhabited and unused is false. The people of these 
communities hunt and fish regularly each year at various times staying in the family 
camps. The land is covered in trails, burial sites, camp sites, as well as favourite fishing, 
hunting and plant gathering areas. During an interview that took place on the shore of 
Thutade Lake, the participant noted that he had found many arrowheads and other 
artifacts in the span of two days. A well-known story tells of two young hunters killing a 
mammoth by running past each other under its belly with their spears sticking up. Thus, 
there is both physical evidence and oral histories that confirm the long term use and 
occupancy of this land by Tse Keh Nay people.
Other interviewees mentioned places and trails that they regularly visited and 
used, and that their ancestors regularly visited and used. The trails were how the Sekani 
people stayed connected to each other. One interviewee spoke of a trail that ran between 
Ingenika and Fort Ware, down the Finlay River from Bower Creek and over a pass into 
Amazay Lake. The family system was maintained by “the pathways and highways of our 
elders.” Amazay Lake, and the surrounding area, is an important area to gather 
“mountain medicine,” which are herbal plants that are found in the mountains and used 
for healing. There are sacred places where people will not go and stories about the lakes 
and rivers in the Amazay Lake area. Many people spoke of the area as being an important 
location for the region’s First Nations to gather, feast, share information and arrange 
marriages.
Conclusion
As an individual water body, Amazay Lake has innate value for both the Takla 
Lake First Nation and the Tsay Keh Dene. It is valued as a beautiful site where camping,
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fishing, hunting and gathering have taken place for thousands of years. Amazay Lake is 
also valued as an integral part of a whole ecosystem and the Finlay watershed. From the 
First Nations’ perspective, the lake itself cannot be polluted without having negative 
impacts on the whole area.
The findings of this research project indicate that Amazay Lake and the 
surrounding area are valued by Takla Lake First Nation and Tsay Keh Dene as a location 
of historical and current use, as a link to ancestors and to cultural identity. The 
environment contributes to health and well-being, physically, culturally, spiritually and 
socially. This holistic vision of the environment defines how the two First Nations 
perceive risks associated with the Kemess North proposal. If these values are not 
acknowledged in the approval process, the overall health of the Takla Lake First Nation 
and the Tsay Keh Dene will be negatively affected through reduced access to land and 
the culturally, socially, spiritually and physically sustaining activities that are 
fundamental to these two Nations’ well-being.
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CHAPTER SIX DISCUSSION 
Introduction
My analysis indicated that, according to the environmental values and perceptions 
of risk of Takla Lake First Nation and the Tsay Keh Dene, the Kemess North project 
would have a negative impact on these two Nations’ health. In this chapter, I will argue:
1) that environmental values play a significant role in forming perceptions of risk, 2) that 
First Nations’ values and perceptions of risk are often left unacknowledged in established 
political processes, and 3) that these combined factors result in a negative impact to 
health and well-being. I will start by discussing how the two First Nations’ environmental 
values and perceptions of risk differ from those of the dominant culture, and how their 
values and perceptions of risk are not effectively included in the environmental impact 
assessment. I will then show that this jeopardizes the health and well-being of Takla Lake 
First Nation and the Tsay Keh Dene because the land, as it is valued by these two 
Nations, is fundamental to how health is defined, maintained and experienced; that is, as 
something simultaneously and inseparably physical, social, cultural and spiritual. The 
chapter concludes by arguing that political agency is imperative to the protection of the 
First Nations’ environmental values and perceptions of risk, and thus, to the protection of 
their overall health and well-being.
Values and Spirituality
The term ‘environmental values’ refers to the meaning and significance that is 
assigned to the environment by an individual or a group (Smith, 2000). Environmental 
values play an important role in the way the environment is managed; for example, if 
nature is valued primarily as a set of extractable resources, the policy for resource
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management will reflect an economic position. The environmental values of the dominant 
culture are reflected by the politics, laws and policies of the government and are thus 
privileged; they carry with them a certain amount of power because they are exercised 
through formally recognized political and legal processes. In this sense, it could also be 
argued that the environmental values of the dominant culture are applied to all citizens. 
This becomes problematic when dominant values do not represent the values of minority 
groups. Common examples of this are environmental conflicts between First Nations and 
government in which government and industry’s economic interests come into conflict 
with First Nations’ values.
In this case study of the Kemess North proposal, there are two contrasting sets of 
environmental values. The first, which represents the values of the government and 
Northgate, I will call the dominant values. The second, which represents the values of 
Takla Lake First Nation and Tsay Keh Dene, I will call First Nations’ values. Dominant 
values are shaped by economic interests in resource development and try to balance 
profitability with sustainability. The First Nations values, as expressed by interviewees, 
stem from their spiritual beliefs, cultural identity, social life, land use practices and 
lifestyle, and their ties to their homeland.
First Nations’ values are shaped by their spiritual beliefs, in which the 
environment is seen as a gift from the Creator, the source of life and health, and by their 
responsibility to care for the land as environmental stewards (Wilson, 2003). This 
spiritual relationship is characterized by a sense of interdependence, in which the land 
and the people are on equal standing; humans are not separate from nature and they do
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not attempt to dominate nature (O’Neill, 2003). There is, overall, a strong sense of 
reverence for nature, as well as a strong sense of stewardship.
This spiritual connection to the land is an important part of First Nations’ cultural 
identity, which, for many First Nations, is directly associated with their environment 
(Brown, 2002; Tyler, 1993). This assertion is supported by my findings, which indicate 
that there is a sense among Takla Lake and Tsay Keh Dene members that their special 
relationship to the land and environment is integral to their identity as First Nations 
people. The cultural practices that they engage in on the land, such as camping, hunting, 
fishing and trapping, are shaped by spiritual beliefs that encourage stewardship.
In the communities of Takla Landing and Tsay Keh Dene, many social problems 
exist. According to my findings, many people believe that this is largely due to a shift 
away from land-based activities that nurture the social infrastructure. Thus, the 
environment is valued as an important contributor to the social health of the communities. 
Interviewees reported that land-based activities produce a sense of pride and 
independence. For example, camping, hunting and fishing, which are often social 
activities, provide opportunities for young people to learn important skills from their 
elders. These activities strengthen the sense of community because they encourage the 
practice of sharing physical property, as well as the stories and knowledge of community 
members.
In the remote communities of Takla Landing and Tsay Keh Dene, access to land- 
based activities contributes to a particular lifestyle that is shaped by the various ways that 
the land is used. Although these communities, made up of streets and single-detached 
homes, reflect the urban white communities that their design emulates, the lifestyle is
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different and distinctly non-urban. For example, many people in Takla Landing and Tsay 
Keh Dene have smokehouses in their back yards and lean-tos set up for processing meat 
and fish. A successful fall hunt that brings a moose to a family is an important part of the 
household economy and the processing, cooking, eating and sharing of it are carried out 
in a traditional fashion. According to my findings, groundhog is a very important part of 
Tsay Keh Dene and Takla Lake First Nation diets. Many interviewees described it as a 
favourite food with medicinal properties that come from the plants that groundhogs eat 
which benefit humans when consumed through the groundhog flesh. Losing access to 
groundhog would amount to an infringement on a preferred lifestyle, one that contributes 
to the health and well-being of community members who participate in it because it is 
healthier. However, the wildlife studies in Northgate’s ELA did not include the 
groundhog, starkly reflecting the failure to include Tse Keh Nay knowledge and values 
(Turney, 2006). As O’Neill (2003) has argued, this lack of acknowledgement can result 
in “cultural discrimination” whereby the dominant culture imposes its environmental 
values (i.e., excluding groundhog from the impact assessment) on First Nations.
The Tse Keh Nay also value their territories as their homeland. The territory has 
been used by Takla Lake First Nation, Tsay Keh Dene and Kwadacha since time 
immemorial. Interviewees told me about extensive trail systems, gathering sites, camping 
sites, burial sites, fishing and hunting grounds, trap lines and sacred places that are 
located throughout the region. The territory is valued as a whole area, the parts of which 
are interconnected and not considered separable. Use and habitation of the territory are 
not uniform or evenly dispersed, but while the dominant culture surveys land to define 
the boundaries of a cadastral system and to assign “appropriate” uses to these parcels, use
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and habitation are not key indicators of valued areas for Tse Keh Nay people. For 
example, a highly valued hunting area is used seasonally, not daily, and family campsites 
which have been in use for generations may be visited only sporadically and still be 
considered fully utilized and valued places.
The dominant values are clearly laid out in the Kemess North EIA. It is not the 
goal of this thesis to provide a detailed summary of the EIA; instead, I will draw from it 
and from Northgate’s public statements to reveal how Northgate’s values contrast with 
the First Nations’ values. The first example is the notion that the Kemess North location 
is terra nullius, or uninhabited and unused land. For example, during a presentation by 
Northgate, use in the area is described as “limited due to the distance from the 
communities and the remoteness of the project site” (Lamash, 2006, 136). The presenter 
highlighted this point again, describing the activities that occur in the area as “wilderness 
activities” as opposed to recreation and tourism activities (Lamash, 2006, 136).
According to dominant values, then, the area in question is currently not being optimally 
utilized and subsequently there is a push by government to facilitate exploration and 
development, and Northgate is interested in establishing operations.
The second example involves the concept of sustainability, in particular the time­
frame required to properly assess it. The EIA does not specify what is meant by long term 
monitoring; examples cited in the EIA for reclamation average 15-20 years (Dave, 2006; 
Northgate Minerals, 2005d). Clearly this value conflicts with the First Nations’ concept 
of sustainability in perpetuity. Only the First Nations live in the area and plan to live 
there for generations to come, and their values regarding sustainability reflects this.
86
Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.
The third example relates to connection to the land. Dominant environmental 
values are not based on a relationship to the environment, and in fact, they are often 
characterized as a binary, hierarchical and largely independent (Harris, 2002). In other 
words, the dominant culture does not view itself as equal to, or interdependent with, the 
environment (Brody, 2000). Instead, there is a perception that nature can be dominated by 
technology and should be managed by humans, who are physically and spiritually 
separate from the environment (Sherry & Myers, 2002; Demeritt, 2002). This is 
supported by the EIA, which confidently states that technological apparatus such as dams 
will provide for the safe storage of 740 million tones of waste rock in perpetuity 
(Northgate Minerals, 2005a). Thus, according to dominant values, the environment can 
be utilized and negative impacts minimized through human controls.
Perceptions of Risk
Risk studies have tended to define risk as the probability of physical harm; 
however, the social and cultural constructions of risk are now recognized as important 
aspects of risk (Dake, 1992). According to Krimsky and Golding (1992), objective 
estimates of risk are unobtainable because perception of risk is inextricably linked to way 
of life. The fundamental link between culture and perception of risk means that risk can 
be understood as something metaphysical with meaning or value that is highly contextual 
and subjective (Douglas, 1992). In other words, there is no formula for risk assessment 
that can apply to everyone equally; instead, risk assessment must account for cultural and 
social traits and values.
While risk is, in part, due to measurable physical processes, the degree to which 
an environmental hazard threatens the well-being of a human group is heavily dependent
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on social and cultural processes. For example, First Nations people who engage in 
cultural practices such as subsistence hunting may experience an increased risk of 
exposure to environmental contaminants (Usher et al., 1995). On the other hand, if a 
perception of risk of environmental contaminants is present among a First Nation, 
members may choose to shift away from cultural activities such as subsistence hunting, 
which may also have negative health affects (Chan et al., 1999; Kuhnlein & Chan, 2000; 
Kuhnlein & Receveur, 1996). It is, therefore, important to consider the multiple ways in 
which social and cultural constructions of risk may contribute to producing better risk 
assessments.
Members of the Takla Lake First Nation and the Tsay Keh Dene are 
knowledgeable about their territories, including their extents and the landscape and 
resources contained within them. They have extensive experience with resource 
development, much of which has not been positive. Thus, when a new development is 
proposed, people from Takla Landing and Tsay Keh Dene consider the risks, weighing 
out the potentially positive and negative impacts according to their values and 
understanding of the proposal.
The way the environment is valued by the Tse Keh Nay -  as homeland, as cultural 
identity, and valuable in perpetuity -  is directly related to, and largely defines, the 
perceptions of risk expressed by the interviewees. For Takla Lake First Nation and Tsay 
Keh Dene, the land is an integral part of community life and health; it is valued as a 
whole entity and each infringement is seen as a threat to the whole. The Kemess North 
project is perceived to threaten not only Amazay Lake, but the whole ecosystem, and thus 
a way of life that relies on the ecosystem. Interviewees’ responses indicate that their land
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is already being degraded and is at risk of being further degraded by the proposed 
Kemess North operation.
First Nations’ environmental values are shaped by a strong sense of stewardship. 
My findings showed that interviewees were concerned for future generations because 
they considered the impacts of Kemess North in the long-term (i.e., in perpetuity). From 
the Tse Keh Nay’s perspective, the risks associated with a project are related not only to 
short-term pollution, but also to the long-term impacts, which could affect the health and 
well-being of future generations. Thus, the First Nations’ values contribute to the 
perception that Kemess North poses a risk to the long term sustainability of both the First 
Nations and their environment.
My findings suggest that the First Nations’ assessment of risk is also influenced 
by how well they think their values will be protected. Interviewees indicated that a lack 
of trust for both levels of government and industry exists in their communities due to the 
frustration felt by the First Nations who try, often unsuccessfully, to have their values 
included in resource management decisions related to their territories. This frustration 
and lack of trust contributes to the overall perception of risk related to the project because 
community members do not trust those in control to manage the risks; if trust were 
present, the acceptable level of risk might be higher.
The EIA process treats risk assessment as an objective process in which various 
threats are quantified and weighed against the potential benefits of the project in question. 
Two options for waste disposal are presented: Amazay Lake and a multi-storage site 
scenario. Amazay Lake poses the greatest aquatic impact: “We looked at, in general, 
what is the environmental effects of the single Duncan storage site or the multi-storage
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site. Certainly on aquatic, Duncan has the higher effect: it’s taking out the lake”
(McLeod, 43). However, this risk is seen as acceptable when weighed against the risks, 
both environmental and economic, of the multi-storage sites: “...the multi-storage sites, it 
is a bit more risk primarily because we have more sites. Instead of one facility, we now 
have three facilities, and so each facility carries a set of risk, and so a lot of these risks 
you see are a function of just how many sites you have.” (McLeod, 43). The risks of both 
options are presented by Northgate as objectively determined, but they are, to a large 
extent, reflective of Northgate’s values. The First Nations would consider the aquatic 
impacts of storing waste in Amazay Lake to be an unacceptable level of risk, while 
Northgate regards the option as the least risky. The environmental assessment, then, is the 
process through which Northgate’s assessment of the risk, according to their values, may 
be approved.
The environmental values expressed by interviewees are clearly different from 
those of the dominant culture, and thus, Kemess North is a case in which competing 
interests conflict. Northgate completed an environmental impact assessment that 
effectively assesses the risks associated with their proposal according to their values. The 
EIA does not address the First Nations’ values described above, and as a result, the First 
Nations do not agree with the assessment of risk.
Health
Exposure to environmental hazards impacts the health of First Nations through 
physical, social and cultural processes. As Wilson (2003) has argued, the land represents 
not only a physical environment, but also the symbolic, spiritual and social aspects of
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First Nations’ cultures and health. Thus, the environment is inextricably linked to the 
health and well-being of First Nations people.
The findings of my research support the notion that the environment and the way 
in which it is valued is of particular importance to Tse Keh Nay health and well-being. 
Members of the two study communities rely on the land and land-based activities to 
contribute to their well-being. Sedentarization and infringement by industry and resource 
development on Takla Lake First Nation and the Tsay Keh Dene’s territories has resulted 
in the diminishment of land-based activities. However, although land use has shifted from 
being primarily traditional, people continue to use the land in culturally specific ways that 
reflect their spiritual, social and physical traditions.
The environmental values expressed by the interviewees reflect their spiritual 
connection to the land and are important to maintaining good health in the community 
(Kelm, 1998; Tyler, 1993; O’Neill, 2993). A well-functioning spiritual identity gives 
people strength and guidance. For many people, religion and spirituality can be included 
as a significant part of their personal healing experiences. For example, one Takla leader 
uses spirituality and traditional ceremonies to help heal his community. Many of the 
interviewees spoke of the serenity and strength they gained through their time spent on 
the land. Some spoke of the practice of fasting alone in the bush that brought them to 
their spirit animals; this practice continues to be an important part of coming of age.
The interviewees also talked about their belief that the Creator made First Nations 
stewards of the environment and the devastation they feel when they are unable to be 
good stewards. Thus, when the environment is healthy, their obligation is fulfilled and 
their spiritual connection is strong. Feeling powerless to be good environmental stewards
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is similar to feeling unable to practice one’s religion or faith. The environmental 
assessment process, which privileges the dominant culture’s values by focusing on 
Northgate’s assessment of risk, contributes to the First Nations’ sense of powerlessness 
and frustration.
Land based activities are also valued because of their social context. Most people 
have family camps where they go each year to hunt, fish or trap. Some spend more time 
at their camps than others, but all attest to the good feeling they get spending time with 
their families on the land. The elder family members teach younger ones many skills, 
such as how to identify various wild vegetables and herbs, and how to process fish and 
game. People speak about the peacefulness and sense of well-being they get from being 
on the land. Several interviewees suggested that spending time on the land in this way 
could help people recover from alcoholism and drug addiction, as well as other social 
problems. Participants spoke about the importance of getting the younger generation out 
onto the land with knowledgeable elders. Over and over it was argued that this keeps 
youth out of trouble, and gives them a sense of pride and purpose that contributes to 
overall social health in the community.
The foods and activities that come from the land are highly valued and believed to 
be vitally important to physical health. Hunting, fishing, trapping and processing require 
physical activity and the foods are nutritious. Groundhog, moose, caribou and many other 
species are harvested and serve as an important supplement to most people’s diets. The 
groundhog in particular is valued as a very healthy food that is not available 
commercially. People feel better when they have access to their traditional foods. They 
speak passionately about the benefits and explain that there are no feasible, affordable
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and equally nutritious alternatives. Country foods, and the activities required to secure 
them, are valued aspects of the environment that contribute to the overall health and well­
being of the two research communities.
In Northgate’s view, Amazay Lake amounts to no more than one small piece of 
the overall territory and its destruction will not infringe on the First Nations’ abilities to 
continue their land-based activities. However, from the perspective of the two First 
Nations, the destruction of the lake is impossible to contain; Amazay Lake is part of a 
whole ecosystem and thus its destruction threatens the whole ecosystem. There is an 
understanding among First Nations that everything is connected, and that pollution can 
rarely be contained within an artificial boundary.
Contamination and fear of contamination both act to jeopardize the health of First 
Nations people. It is known that most contaminants impact human health through the 
food they eat (Chiu et al., 2004; Kuhnlein & Chan, 2000). Thus, First Nations who have 
diets based largely on wild game and fish may have a higher risk of ingesting unsafe 
levels of contaminants (Usher et al., 1995; Harris & Harper, 2001; Mos et al., 2004). The 
area around Amazay Lake is an important hunting and fishing area. Thutade Lake, which 
is connected to Amazay Lake, is a well-known fishing destination. Moose Valley, which 
is also nearby, is a valued hunting ground. During my August 2006 visit to the area, I saw 
many people processing the game that they had killed in these places. However, many 
people reported that there has been a noticeable decline in the populations of several key 
species over the last decade, and some people noted that they had not been able to get the 
meat they needed for the year.
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Fear of contaminants also affects the health of First Nations because it causes 
people to avoid wild game and fish, thus effectively removing a valuable source of 
nutrition which is often replaced with lower quality foods (Arquette et al. 2002). In fact, 
it has been argued that fear of contaminants that causes a change from traditional to 
western diet poses the greater health risk (Kuhnlein & Chan, 2000). The relatively remote 
villages of Takla Landing and Tsay Keh Dene have one small store each. The stores do 
not carry a sufficient selection of nutritious and affordable foods to replace the traditional 
food sources. Generally, there is a wider selection of snack foods, such as potato chips, 
candy and pop, all of which contribute to the growing problem of obesity, diabetes and 
heart disease in these communities.
The findings indicate that fear of contamination is an issue for both of the 
participant communities. People in Takla Landing and Tsay Keh Dene noted an increase 
in “bad” game. This includes “mushy” fish, moose with tumours, soft meat and cysts, and 
groundhog that are skinny and hairless. When I asked interviewees how they reacted to 
these observations, the overall response was that they avoided areas they believed to be 
contaminated, and that they ate less wild fish and game as a result.
If the health and well-being of the Tse Keh Nay is to be protected, the factors 
weighed in the Kemess North risk assessment must reflect the everyday environmental 
practices and way of life of those most affected by the proposed activity. This is well 
supported in the literature on First Nations health, where authors frequently call for more 
holistic and culturally specific approaches in risk assessment (e.g., Judd et al., 2004; 
Richmond et al., 2005; Chan et al., 1999). Furthermore, failure to account for these 
potential impacts amount, in the words of O’Neill (2003), to “... a means by which the
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dominant society continues to dismantle the cultural bonds of indigenous peoples and to 
sanction the destruction of the land and resources that are crucial to the flourishing of 
these peoples” (3). In other words, to exclude First Nations’ cultural concerns from the 
risk assessment process is to create the conditions under which the health and well-being 
of the community is undermined.
Politics and Power
My examination of the environmental concerns of Takla Lake and Tsay Keh Dene 
First Nations is informed by aspects of political ecology that seek an understanding of 
positional environmental knowledge and the power relations involved in environmental 
practice. The project not only assesses the two participating Nations’ environmental 
values and perceptions of risk; it also examines the politics and power relations involved 
in risk assignment and risk management in the case of Kemess North. I have argued that 
environmental values and perception of risk are linked to health. I will now argue that 
politics and power relations are the deciding factors in whether the First Nations’ 
environmental values and perceptions of risk are acknowledged in the permitting process. 
Further to this, I will argue that exclusion from political processes established to resolve 
environmental and land use conflicts will jeopardize the health and well being of both 
Takla Lake and Tsay Keh Dene community members.
The conflict over Kemess North is essentially a power struggle between two 
competing interests. The first includes the interests of the company, Northgate, who 
wants to profit from extracting minerals and selling them in a global market and the 
government who supports and stands to benefit financially from royalties from this kind 
of economic development. The second is that of the local First Nations who would be
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most affected by the development and who are opposed to the waste management plan. 
The process through which the project is approved, the environmental impact assessment, 
includes consultation policies that are intended to include the First Nations in the process. 
However, as my findings suggest, the First Nations participating in this study feel that 
this impact assessment process is inadequate. Many people talk about this “consultation” 
with derision, and comment that it is no more than being informed of what the company 
plans on doing. Interviewees spoke about their feeling of powerlessness; they believe that 
the government does not care about them or their interests, and that they have very few 
formal avenues for opposing land management decisions regarding their territories.
This failure to consult effectively and meaningfully leads to several outcomes. 
First, it contributes to an already well-developed mistrust of government and their 
policies. The First Nations do not trust Northgate to monitor and reclaim the proposed 
mine site, nor do they trust the government to enforce the monitoring and reclamation of 
it. Second, stress and conflict increases within the community. Finally, the failure to enter 
into effective and meaningful consultation with First Nations means that First Nations’ 
environmental values and perceptions of risk, both of which are inextricably linked to the 
overall health and well-being of the two communities, are inadequately represented in the 
assessment process.
O’Neill (2003) argues that environmental justice encompasses a different set of 
issues for First Nations than for other groups because of special historical and 
contemporary circumstances. She points out that environmental issues affecting First 
Nations encompass cultural, spiritual, social, ecological, economic, and political 
dimensions that should not be ignored. In other words, if there is a failure to assess the
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effects of the Kemess North project in the specific context of the concerns of the Takla 
Lake and Tsay Keh Dene First Nations, then the impacts of the project on these local 
people remain unknown and their health and well-being may be at risk. Clearly, it is not 
sufficient to judge the impacts of the mine from the perspective of the dominant society 
and its values only.
A common criticism of environmental impact assessment in general, and social 
impact assessments in particular, is that the benefits of development projects tend to be 
privileged while the potential negative impacts are downplayed or ignored. As Lane et al. 
(2003) argue, “[t]he marginalization of alternative value systems is [...] a central source 
of bias in SLA [social impact assessment]” (91). The proposed Kemess North mine is a 
site of contested value systems. The First Nations have suffered through a history of 
colonization and marginalization that has undermined their position in the review 
process. They are, nevertheless, resisting the mine development plan and engaging in this 
political process with the goal of inserting their values, knowledge and concerns about 
health and well-being. Sherry and Myers (2002) suggest that First Nations’ values and 
knowledge have much to contribute to environmental impact assessment, “adding layers 
of detail to it, suggesting outcomes and predictions, or contributing norms and values to 
decision making” (356). Furthermore, it is widely argued that including First Nations’ 
values and knowledge in land and resource management decisions contributes to 
community pride, self-reliance and overall empowerment (Sherry & Myers, 2002; Lane 
et al., 2003; Richmond et al., 2005).
The case of Kemess North is both a political and economic one. The political 
ecology framework grounds this study of health and risk in the political and economic
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processes that significantly influence decision-making around the proposed expansion. 
According to Mayer (1996), the political ecology framework has rarely been applied to 
understandings of health; however, he argues that it is very important to consider the 
“interaction between political interests, social institutions and human-environment 
interaction” (441). Economic conditions in BC have shaped the conflict; the current 
government encourages mining development through tax incentives, on-line claims and a 
streamlined environmental impact assessment process. However, the title and rights of 
First Nations have been recognized in court and many territories are claimed through the 
treaty process. Takla Lake First Nation and the Tsay Keh Dene are very much caught in a 
political struggle for power over their environment and, subsequently, their health and 
well-being.
Conclusion
Takla Lake First Nation and Tsay Keh Dene have to balance the need for 
economic development with the need for access to land and traditional resources, which 
is problematic given the historical and current political context within which they must 
operate. Consultation that effectively acknowledges and includes the values and 
perceptions of risk of First Nations can facilitate reaching that balance between 
sustainable economic development and protecting valued land based resources.
First Nations require the political agency to participate in resource management 
decisions regarding their territories. In a study with ‘Namgis First Nation, Richmond et 
al. (2005) concluded that “good health and well-being is dependent not only on economic 
development, but also on participation in the political decision-making that 
fundamentally undermines environmental resource development” (Richmond et al., 2005,
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361). In other words, the political agency that empowers First Nations to have some 
control over the outcomes of development proposals is fundamental to their health and 
well-being. Without it, there is no protection of the particular environmental values and 
perceptions of risk that are inextricably linked to health.
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CHAPTER SEVEN CONCLUSION
My research with Takla Lake First Nation and Tsay Keh Dene explored the 
perceptions of risk in the context of the proposed Kemess North mine. Through my 
interviews with participants from both communities I determined that perceptions of risk 
are influenced by environmental values. I differentiated between the environmental 
values of the dominant culture, represented in this case by Northgate Minerals and the 
federal and provincial governments, and those of the two First Nations. In response to the 
research questions outlined in Chapter One, I have determined that the regulatory process 
is viewed by members of Takla Lake First Nation and Tsay Keh Dene to have 
inadequately addressed their concerns regarding Kemess North. Cultural activities such 
as hunting, fishing and spending time on the land would be threatened, both by the 
mining activity itself reducing access, and by the perception of risk from contamination 
that results in First Nations people choosing to avoid traditional activities. My research 
also revealed how the values and perceptions of risk of the dominant culture are 
privileged by the EIA process, while the two First Nations tended to have their values, 
perceptions of risk and knowledge excluded. Moreover, I argued that environmental 
values and perceptions of risk are inextricably linked to health and, thus, determined that 
these outcomes could have a detrimental affect on the overall well-being of Takla Lake 
First Nation and Tsay Keh Dene.
The findings of my research indicate that current models of risk are limited by the 
popular notion that risk is a measurable property because it fails to account for important 
cultural factors that contribute to the construction of risk. Cultural characteristics, such as 
food preferences, play a significant role in how risk is perceived, and yet these realities
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continue to be left out of risk assessments. Such omissions result in risk management 
strategies that are culturally discriminating, prescribing lifestyle changes to the less 
dominant culture such as risk avoidance (i.e., avoiding contaminated country foods). 
Arquette et al. (2002) argue that “because the definitions of health used by Native people 
are strikingly different from that of risk assessors, there is also a need to expand current 
definitions and incorporated traditional knowledge into decision making” (259). My 
research addresses this gap in the risk literature by examining First Nations perceptions 
of risk and drawing a connection between their perceptions, values and overall health and 
well-being.
Environmental impact assessment is the primary political process through which 
issues of competing environmental values and perceptions of risk are assessed. These risk 
assessments tend to represent the values of the proponents of resource extraction and 
development, and, as a result, First Nations are systematically ignored in official 
processes of project approval. In the case of Kemess North, the risk assessment 
undertaken by Northgate Minerals failed to effectively represent risk to First Nations on 
several key issues. For example, the value assigned to Amazay Lake did not reflect Takla 
Lake First Nation or Tsay Keh Dene’s values, which resulted in strong opposition to the 
project. Determining the risk of transforming a lake into a tailings disposal facility is a 
subjective process and Northgate’s EIA weighs the costs and benefits of the plan 
according to its own values and understandings.
Northgate also failed to include groundhog in its wildlife studies, and thus, 
completely omitted this species from the risk assessment because it was not deemed 
important. Groundhog, however, is a favourite staple food that continues to be hunted and
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eaten regularly by the Tse Keh Nay. It is part of Tse Keh Nay cultural heritage, and its 
flesh and fat are considered to have medicinal properties. People from both Takla 
Landing and Tsay Keh Dene have noticed a decline in groundhog population and signs of 
poor health are evident. Northgate’s exclusion of the groundhog clearly reveals the 
subjectivity of risk assessments. The dominant culture does not eat groundhog regularly 
and, therefore, it is not valued; the risks to it, and to the people who rely on it, are not 
weighed. The social and cultural aspects of risk need to be acknowledged in EIAs and 
other risk assessments to foster a more inclusive model and to protect the health and ways 
of life of non-dominant and marginalized groups.
The findings of this case study also support other research that conceptualizes 
First Nations’ health as inextricably linked to the land through physical, spiritual, 
cultural, social and economic processes. I would add that health is also greatly influenced 
by political processes. Thus, this research fills a gap in the political ecology literature 
identified by Richmond et al. (2005), who state that “political ecology identifies the 
dimensions of a politicized environment and focuses explicitly on the role of power 
relations as a source of environmental debate, yet seldom addresses how the health of 
populations is affected” (352). Political ecology provides a strong theoretical basis for 
understanding the political aspect of First Nations’ health. Through the lens of political 
ecology the political nature of knowledge privileging is easily recognized; for example, 
the values and perceptions of risk that are represented in environmental impact 
assessment are those of the dominant culture, the politically and economically 
empowered resource development company. First Nations’ health is directly linked to 
their environmental values, and how these values are included or ignored in the EIA is a
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political determinant of health. While other models have succeeded in developing a 
holistic conceptualization of health, the political ecology framework can address the 
problem of whether this understanding is formally recognized and protected.
In carrying out this social science research project, I faced several challenges. The 
first relates to the theoretical groundings of my work. Political ecology has proven to be a 
useful critical lens for examining environmental conflict. However, as political ecology 
develops, the scope of it continues to expand. It was difficult to select from such a broad 
field a coherent framework that applied to my case study. I chose to draw more from 
literature on “first world” political ecology, critical political ecology and the political 
ecology of health. These domains tend to stray away from the ecological toward the 
political and this fit well with my work. However, there have been critiques of political 
ecology (e.g., Vayda and Walters, 1999; Walker, 2005) regarding this tendency, but these 
are often focused at a traditional type of political ecology research that looks at causes of 
environmental degradation. Political ecology has much to offer other types of work and 
remains effective way to explore the uneven power relations and discursive strategies that 
underlie the consultative processes between state, industry and aboriginal groups in 
Canada.
Several key aspects of political ecology apply particularly well to my case study. 
The first is that political ecology acknowledges that environmental science is a powerful 
political tool that is largely socially constructed, and that science can be used to 
legitimize a variety of environmental policies without sufficient acknowledgement of the 
biophysical uncertainties or political conflicts behind them (Forsythe, 2003). Political 
ecology also recognizes plural perceptions, definitions and rationalities, and thus, it is
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well suited to my study of different perceptions or risk and different environmental 
values. Finally, political ecology argues that the political agency of a group plays an 
important role in whether or not its values and perceptions of risk will be acknowledged, 
for example, in environmental impact assessments, and that these types of issues directly 
impact population health.
My study was limited to two communities and the findings are extended to be 
potentially representative of a third. Including Kwadacha First Nation would have 
provided a more extensive understanding of the experiences of all three Tse Keh Nay 
Nations. My study was also limited to subjective discussions of health in this context, and 
no guidelines were set for measuring health outcomes. My research ends before it is 
possible to observe how the story with Kemess North plays out, and thus I am unable to 
conclude whether the perceptions of risk expressed by interviewees correctly reflect 
health impacts of mining development.
While it could be argued that this study is limited by my exclusion of Northgate in 
my interviews, I chose to do so because Northgate’s viewpoints have been clearly 
expressed in various pubic forums (e.g., their own publications, studies, public 
presentations, letters to the editor and media accounts). The First Nations’ perspectives, 
on the other hand, were not as well represented in these different public forums. My 
research brings to the fore the subjectivity present in Northgate’s EIA and suggests that 
Takla Lake First Nation and Tsay Keh Dene have valid claims of knowledge and values 
that should be included in the risk assessment. Moreover, working with Northgate would 
likely have undermined my relationship with the two First Nations, due to the political 
nature of this particular topic.
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As a case study, this project has a very specific context and its generalizability is 
problematic. This is not a study of all First Nations dealing with mining development; 
however, environmental conflict regarding land and resource management on First 
Nations’ traditional territories is not uncommon in British Columbia. Common themes 
link these conflicts: control of land and resources, protection of health and cultural 
identity and mistrust of government and industry stemming from the colonial past. 
Through these themes, my research does have some transferability beyond this particular 
case. It can act as a type of triangulation for similar cases and contribute to the theoretical 
grounding of other research.
Any generalization of this work must be done with caution to avoid essentializing 
First Nations. Difference exists between First Nations groups and between First Nations 
individuals. My research identified mainly similarities, which likely reflects the extent to 
which the two communities are mobilized in opposition to Kemess North. However, this 
work does not identify the full extent of perceptions, values and knowledge among the 
Takla and Tsay Keh Dene members. In reporting my findings I often presented emergent 
themes as the views of Takla Lake First Nation, Tsay Keh Dene or the Tse Keh Nay. This 
was done for the purpose of brevity and was only applied to themes that had been broadly 
addressed by the interviewees; for example, there were many instances in which themes 
were present in all or most of the interviews, and I felt it was justifiable to express these 
findings as representative of the whole.
The findings reveal that both Takla Lake First Nation and Tsay Keh Dene 
consider the Kemess North waste management plan to be too risky to accept, and thus are 
opposed to the mine. Resistance to proposals like Kemess North can cause costly delays
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and investors to be hesitant. Northgate Minerals has experienced such delays and as a 
result, have missed the 2007 construction season making it impossible to coordinate a 
seamless transition from Kemess South operations to Kemess North. If Kemess North is 
approved, the company will have to lay off a large number of skilled workers and they 
fear that they will have trouble replacing them, with such a shortage of skilled 
tradespersons in the province.
Northgate has expressed a great deal of frustration with the lengthy review 
process at public hearings, in media reports and at public presentations. It is worth noting 
that this frustration has been mainly directed at the approval process, rather than at the 
First Nations. The BC provincial government continues streamlining the environmental 
impact assessment process in an attempt to make the province more inviting to resource 
developers; however, in Kemess North’s case, the process was slowed by the necessity of 
working with both federal and provincial governments in a joint review process. Overall, 
it is unlikely that streamlining will improve the ability of the environmental assessment 
process to account for First Nations’ concerns.
Unresolved land claims also contributed to lengthy delays in the Kemess North 
review process. Treaties take many years to negotiate and in the meantime, development 
continues to take place on First Nations traditional territories over which they may have 
little or no control. Thus, in the absence of treaties, processes like environmental 
assessment can become a forum for a debate of First Nations’ title and rights. The EIA 
process is not equipped to deal with these issues, but they continue to be raised by First 
Nations who want to have input on land and resource management decisions pertaining to 
their territories, and who feel it is the only way to assert their position.
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If the EIA process did a better job of acknowledging the two First Nations’ 
knowledge, values and perceptions of risk, the discussion of title and rights might be 
deemed unnecessary. However, the BC provincial government needs to develop a parallel 
process for dealing with unresolved land claims and First Nations’ title and rights. This 
would allow the EIA to perform its designated function of assessing risk and provide an 
avenue through which title and rights could be protected. The BC treaty process has 
proven to be lengthy and interim measures are needed for negotiating land and resource 
use and management with First Nations. A separate procedure of this kind could 
coordinate with the EIA process to facilitate resource development that meets the 
requirements of both the company and First Nations.
Companies engaged in resource development projects have a duty to consult with 
First Nations and it is becoming more common to do so. However, consultation is often 
ineffective leaving both parties frustrated. Companies like Northgate Minerals can draw 
on this research to better understand the importance of incorporating First Nations’ 
environmental values and perceptions of risk. Consultation must occur at the outset of a 
project, and it is imperative to acknowledge the needs of local communities as they 
describe them. Including traditional ecological knowledge, or local knowledge, in ELAs is 
also important, but measures are needed to protect the intellectual property of First 
Nations. Transportation routes, watersheds, financial compensation, and protection of 
fish and wildlife are just some of the issues that might be of concern to a First Nation. It 
is vitally important to develop strategies for protecting First Nations’ interests that reflect 
the First Nations’ values, and not only the company’s. This can be achieved, but a
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commitment to effective consultation is necessary, which requires political will to listen 
carefully and put creative solutions into action.
As the number of mining development projects continues to rise in BC, it will be 
increasingly important to understand the potential impacts of these projects on First 
Nations who rely on the land for food, medicine and cultural identity. Land-use conflicts 
occur where resource extraction results in concerns for community health, economic 
development and environmental protection. The links between perceived risk and health 
can play an important role in the negotiations around resource development in situations 
where value systems and knowledge come into conflict. Incorporating the environmental 
values and knowledge of First Nations is an important step towards empowering these 
groups to participate in the destiny of their communities and for improving the health and 
well being of BC’s First Nations.
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MEMORANDUM
To: Jessica McGregor
CC: Neil Hanlon
From: Henry Harder, Chair
Research Ethics Board
Date: April 11, 2006
Re: E2006.0324.040
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January 18, 2006 
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3333 University W ay 
Prince George, BC 
V2N 2J9
Re: Letter of Support 
To W hom It May Concern:
Please be advised that Chief and council o f the Takla Lake First Nation are in support of 
Jessica M cGregor’s M.A. Natural Resources and Environmental Studies thesis titled 
Linking Perception o f  Risk and Community Health: A  Study o f  Impacts o f  the Proposed  
Kemess Expansion on Takla Nation and Tsav Kelt Dene. She has reviewed her initial 
proposal with me and has advised that she will inform me of any relevant changes 
throughout her studies.
If you have any questions regarding this matter, please do not hesitate to contact me at 
564-9321.
Sincerely,
C hief John Allan French
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APPENDIX IV -  INFORMATION SHEET
Expanding the mine in northern BC: A case study of competing environmental 
values, perceptions of risk and First Nations’ health
Information Sheet for Interviewees
Purpose -  This research is a Master’s thesis that is looking at whether the policies 
regulating the proposed Kemess North project acknowledge First Nations’ perspectives 
of land and resources. It is a study of how people from nearby communities are 
perceiving and responding to the impacts and risks associated with the proposed Kemess 
North project. The aim of the study is to examine how these issues collectively impact the 
health and well-being of the First Nations affected by this project, as well as to show how 
processes guiding mining development are perceived by First Nations and how these 
processes could be improved to better represent First Nations’ interests and values.
Potential Risks and Benefits -  By participating in this study you will be helping to 
develop a better understanding of the potential social, cultural and health impacts of 
mining on nearby First Nations and their traditional territories. You will also be 
contributing to improving risk assessment and management strategies that include First 
Nations’ perspectives. There are no known risks associated with participating in this 
project.
Voluntary Participation -  You were selected with the help of the Chief, Council and 
band staff. Your participation in the research project is entirely voluntary. If you agree to 
participate, you are free not to answer any questions and to withdraw at any time without 
penalty. If you choose to withdraw, any information you have given will be destroyed. 
Participation in this study will involve an interview with me (Jessica). The interview will 
take approximately 1-2 hours. You can choose the location of the interview and I will 
audio record the interview, if this is alright with you.
Research Results -  The only people who will see the information are me and my thesis 
supervisor, Dr. Neil Hanlon of the Geography Program at UNBC. If I receive funding I 
would like to have a professional transcribe the interviews, but the transcriber will not be 
given your name. The transcriber will also be asked to sign a confidentiality agreement. 
Transcribed interviews and audio tapes will be stored for five years in a locked office at 
UNBC. At that time, the audiotapes and transcripts will be destroyed.
Dissemination -  The research results will be written into a thesis and several reports. 
Presentations will also be given in Takla Landing, Tsay Keh Dene, Prince George and 
Smithers.
Anonymity -  You will remain anonymous unless you provide consent to reveal your 
name. If you wish to remain anonymous, I will not reveal your name or any identifying 
features or speech patterns in the reports of the research. I will use a pseudonym to
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protect your identity. If you do not want me to reveal the community you belong to, I will 
not do so.
Complaints -  Any complaints about the project should be directed to UNBC’s Office of 
Research, (250) 960-5820 or by email: officeofresearch@unbc.ca
You will receive a copy of your signed consent form. If you have any questions or would 
like a copy of the research results, don’t hesitate to contact me. I appreciate your time and 
thank you in advance for your participation in this important project.
Sincerely,
Jessica McGregor 
Geography Program 
3333 University Way 
Prince George, BC 
V2N 4Z9
Tel: (250)960-5303 
E-mail: mcgregoj@unbc.ca
123
Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.
APPENDIX V -  CONSENT FORM
Expanding the mine in northern BC: A case study of competing environmental 
values, perceptions of risk and First Nations’ health
Consent Form for Interviews
I have received and read the attached Information Sheet and I agree to participate in this 
project. I understand that this interview will be audio recorded. I understand that I will be 
interviewed and I am free not to answer any questions and can withdraw from the 
research at any time without penalty. I understand that if I withdraw, any information I 
have provided will be destroyed. I also understand that any responses I have given will be 
kept confidential and that upon my request, a pseudonym will be used in all research 
materials (interview transcriptions, notes and final reports). Only the primary investigator 
(Jessica) and her thesis supervisor will have access to the information I provide. If a 
professional transcriber is used, I understand that the transcriber will sign a 
confidentiality agreement.
May I name the community you are from in the research material? Yes No_____
May I use your name? Yes No____
If not, please advise below the pseudonym that you would like to use when we use quotes 
from your interview:
____________________________________________ Date:
Signature of research participant
Printed name o f research participant
___________________________________________  Date:
Signature of witness
Printed name o f witness
I believe that the person signing this form understands what is involved in the study and 
voluntarily agrees to participate.
___________________________________________  Date:_____________
Signature of investigator
I would like a copy of the study results. My contact information is below:
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APPENDIX VI -  INTERVIEW GUIDE
Section I -  Perception of Risk
1. What do you think the key issues related to Kemess North are?
2. What positive impacts do think Kemess North will have on you? On your 
community?
3. What negative impacts do think Kemess North will have on you? On your 
community?
a. Would Kemess North affect different community members in different 
ways?
4. Would Kemess North affect the way you use the land? How?
a. Would some activities no longer be possible?
b. Would new activities become possible?
5. Would Kemess North affect the way your community uses the land? How?
a. Would some activities no longer be possible?
b. Would new activities become possible?
6. How would Kemess North affect your health and well-being?
7. How would Kemess North affect your community’s health and well-being?
a. What contributes to your health? Your community’s health?
b. What role does the land play in your health and well-being? Your 
community’s health and well-being?
Section II -  Perception of Regulatory Process
1. Have the mechanisms regulating the Kemess North proposal successfully 
acknowledged your community’s concerns? Do you have confidence that the 
policies and guidelines that are regulating the Kemess North proposal will address 
your concerns?
a. What is working?
b. What needs to be improved?
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